The Golden Calf    Ilya Il'f, Evgenij Petrov, 1930.
Part I: The Crew of the Antelope

Chapter 1. How Panikovski Broke The Treaty

You have to love pedestrians. Pedestrians make up the greater part of humanity. The best part, no less. Pedestrians created the world. It was they who built the cities, raised skyscrapers, laid sewage and water lines, paved the streets and lit them with electric lights. It was they who spread civilization throughout the world, invented movable type, thought up gunpowder, flung bridges across rivers, deciphered Egyptian hieroglyphs, introduced the safety razor, abolished the slave trade and established that soybeans can be used to prepare 114 tasty, nutritious dishes.

And when everything was ready, when our home planet had taken on a comparatively comfortable form, the drivers appeared.

We should note that the automobile was also invented by pedestrians. But drivers somehow instantly forgot about that. They started running over the peaceful, intelligent pedestrians. They took over the streets the pedestrians had created. The pavement doubled in width, the sidewalks narrowed to the size of a tobacco pouch, and pedestrians had to start pressing themselves against the walls of buildings in fear.

Pedestrians in the big city lead a martyr’s life. A kind of transportation ghetto has been created for them. They are only permitted to cross the streets at pedestrian crossings, that is, in precisely those places where traffic is the heaviest and where it is easiest to sever the hair by which a pedestrian’s life usually hangs.

In our expansive country, the ordinary automobile—designed by pedestrians for the transportation of goods and people—has taken on the terrifying outlines of a fratricidal missile. It mows down rows of union members and their families. And if a pedestrian somehow manages to escape from under the car’s silver nose, he is fined by police for violating the rules of the traffic catechesis.

And in general, the authority of the pedestrian has been rather severely shaken. Having given the world such notable persons as Horace, Boyle, Mariotte, Lobachevsky, Gutenberg, and Anatole France, he must now go the most undignified lengths simply to remind the world of his existence. Oh God, oh great God who does not actually exist, what have you brought the pedestrian to?

There he is, walking from Vladivostok to Moscow along the trans-Siberian roads, carrying a banner reading ‘We Will Improve the Lives of Textile Workers’ in one hand. A pair of spare “Uncle Vanya” rubber sandals and a tin teapot without a lid dangle from the stick he carries over his shoulder. This Soviet fitness enthusiast left Vladivostok in his youth and upon reaching the gates of Moscow in his twilight years will be run over by a heavy truck whose license plate number nobody will quite catch.

Or take another one, a European Mohican of the pedestrian movement, circumnavigating the globe by walking and rolling a barrel in front of him. He’d happily go without the barrel but then nobody would notice that he was truly a long-distance pedestrian, no newspaper would write a word about him. And so he must roll forth with his damned container which (For shame!) is emblazoned with a big yellow slogan praising the unsurpassed quality of Motorist’s Dream motor oil. Such is the degradation of the pedestrian.

And only in little Russian towns is the pedestrian still respected and loved. There he remains master of the streets, strolling carefree along the pavement and weaving across it in whatsoever direction he pleases.

The citizen wearing an officer’s cap with a white top, the kind mainly worn by summer park administrators and masters of ceremonies, doubtless belonged to this greater and better part of humanity. He moved along the streets of the town of Arbatov on foot, carrying a doctor’s small traveling bag and looking around with a condescending curiosity. It was clear that the town did not impress the pedestrian in the artistic cap.

He saw a dozen or so blue, yellow and pink-and-white bell towers; the balding American gold of the church cupolas jumped out at him.A flag snapped above an official building.

At the white gates of the tower of the provincial Kremlin, two severe old ladies were speaking in French, complaining about Soviet rule and reminiscing about their favorite daughters. A cold draft carried a vinous smell up from a church basement. Apparently that was where they kept the potatoes.

“Church of the potato Savior” said the pedestrian quietly.

Walking past a plywood arch with the freshly whitewashed slogan: “Greetings to the Fifth Regional Women and Girls’ Conference”, he found himself at the mouth of a long alley named Young Talents Boulevard.

“No,” he said with some disappointment, “This is not Rio de Janeiro, this is much worse.”

Single girls with open books in their hands were sitting on almost every bench along Young Talents Boulevard. Spotted shadows fell on the pages of the books, on the girls’ bare elbows, and on their touching bangs. There was a noticeable stir on the benches when the visitor entered the cool alley. The girls, hiding behind books by Gladkov, Eliza Ozheshko and Seifullina, darted bashful glances at the visitor. He strode past the agitated readers with a parade-like step and headed towards his destination - the ispolkom building.

Right then a coachman rode out from behind a corner. A man in a long-tailed peasant shirt was walking rapidly alongside him, holding on to the dusty, encrusted side of the carriage and waving a bulging folder with the word Musique stenciled on its side. He was heatedly explaining something to a man sitting in the carriage.The passenger, an elderly man whose nose hung like a banana, was holding a suitcase squeezed between his legs and shaking his fist from time to time at his interlocutor, thumb protruding outwards in a vulgar gesture. His engineer’s cap, its band shimmering with green upholsterer’s velvet, had tilted to one side in the heat of the argument. Both sides in this tug of war spoke the word “compensation” loudly and repeatedly. Soon other words became audible as well.

“You will answer for this, comrade Talmudovski!” yelled the man with the long shirttails, pushing the engineer’s fist away from his face.

“I’m telling you that not a single decent specialist would work for you under those conditions,” answered Talmudovski, trying to return his fist to its earlier position.

“Are you still going on about the compensation? I’m going to have to bring you up for extortion!” 

“Screw the compensation! I’ll work for free!” yelled the engineer, tracing all manner of curves with his fist in his agitation. “I could retire altogether if I wanted to. Get out of here with your serfdom. You go on all over the place in print about ‘freedom, equality and brotherhood’, but you want to make me work in that rat hole.”

Here Talmudovski the engineer quickly opened his fist and began enumerating on his fingers:

“The rat hole apartment, the compensation, no theater... Coachman!

Take me to the train station!”

“Whoa!” squealed the long-tailed man, running fussily ahead to grab the horse by its bridle. “As secretary of the engineering and technical section... Kondrat Ivanovich! You’ll be leaving the factory without any specialists... for God’s sake... society won’t stand for this, engineer Talmudovski... I have a resolution here in my briefcase”

Spreading his legs apart, the section secretary began to rapidly untie the ribbons on the folder marked Musique.

This bit of carelessness decided the argument.

Seeing that the way was clear, Talmudovski stood up and yelled “To the railroad station!” at the top of his lungs.

“Where? Where?” stammered the secretary, trying to keep up. “You — you’re a deserter from the labor front!”

Sheets of onionskin paper with some kind of ‘whereas – therefore’ written on them flew out of the folder marked Musique.

Having observed this incident with interest, the visitor stood for a minute on the now abandoned square and then said in a tone of conviction:

“No, this is not Rio de Janeiro.”

A minute later he was already knocking at the ispolkom chairman’s door.

“What do you want?” asked the secretary seated at a desk by the door. “What business do you have with the chairman?”

The visitor was clearly well-versed in addressing the secretaries of government, commercial and social organizations. He didn’t try to claim that he had come on urgent official business.

“I’m on private business” he said dryly, not looking at the secretary, and pushed his head through the gap in the door.

“Can I come in?”

And without waiting for an answer he walked towards the desk.

“Good afternoon, sir, do you recognize me?”

The chairman, a dark-eyed man with a large head, was dressed in a blue coat and had his trousers tucked into a pair of high-heeled Skorohod boots. He took a rather distracted look at the visitor and announced that he did not recognize him.

“Really, you don’t? Most people say I look just like my father.”

“I look like my father, too” said the chairman impatiently. “What is it you want, Comrade?”

“It’s all a question of which father,” noted the visitor sorrowfully. “I am the son of Lieutenant Schmidt.”

The chairman grew embarrassed and got up. He vividly remembered the famous visage of the revolutionary lieutenant with the pale face and black cape, its bronze clasps shaped like a lion’s mouth. As he gathered his thoughts about what kind of question it would be appropriate to ask the son of the Black Sea hero, the visitor appraised the furniture in the office with the eyes of a discerning buyer.

Back in Tsarist times, places like this were furnished according to a certain system. There had developed a unique style of official furniture: flat wardrobes reaching up to the ceiling, wooden sofas with polished three-inch seats, tables on thick billiard legs and oak parapets to separate the Presence from the restless world outside. This style of furniture died out almost entirely after the Revolution, and the secret of its production was lost.People forgot how to furnish the rooms of their government officials, and objects that had hitherto been considered the inalienable province of the private apartment began to appear in government offices. Institutions began acquiring lawyer’s spring sofas with mirrored shelves for holding seven porcelain elephants of the kind that are supposed to bring luck, raised flatware holders, little bookcases, reclining leather invalids’ chairs and blue Japanese vases. Apart from the usual writing desk, the Arbatov ispolkom chairman’s office had been populated by two ottomans, upholstered in pink silk that had burst in places, a striped love seat, a silk screen with a picture of Fujiyama and a blossoming cherry tree on it, and a roughly hewn mirrored display case in the Slavic style.

“Ah, a ‘Hey, Slavs!’ display case,” thought the visitor. “Not going to get much here. No, this is not Rio de Janeiro”.

“It’s very good of you to come,” said the chairman at last. “I take it you came down from Moscow?”

“Yes, I’m passing through.” said the visitor, looking over the love seat and becoming more and more convinced that the ispolkom was in poor financial shape. He preferred ispolkoms with brand-new Swedish-style furniture from the Leningrad woodworkers’ cooperative.

The chairman wanted to ask why the lieutenant’s son had come to Arbatov, but to his own surprise, he gave a sad smile and said:

“We have some wonderful churches here.

We’ve even had people come down from Glavnauka, they’re going to do a restoration. Tell me, do you personally remember the mutiny on the battleship Ochakov?”

“Vaguely,” replied the visitor. “I was still very little at that heroic time. I was an infant.”

“Excuse me, what is your name?”

“Nikolai... Nikolai Schmidt.”

“And your patronymic?”

“Oh, how unpleasant!” thought the visitor, who didn’t know his own father’s name.

“Yes...” he went on, avoiding a direct answer. “Not many people remember the names of those heroes now.That’s the curse of NEP.All the enthusiasm is gone.I happen to have arrived in your town by complete accident. I had an unpleasant little incident in my travels. It left me penniless.”

The chairman was very happy at the change in topic.He thought it shameful to have forgotten the name of the hero of the Ochakov.
“Indeed,” he thought, looking at the hero’s inspired face, “I’m going soft here at work. Forgetting about great events.”

“What’s that? Penniless? That’s interesting.”

“Of course, I could ask a stranger,” said the visitor. “Anyone would give me money, but you understand how that might be awkward from the political point of view. The son of a revolutionary... and suddenly he’s asking for money from a private individual, a NEP-man...”

The lieutenant’s son’s voice broke with emotion on the last few words. The chairman listened to this new intonation with alarm. “What if he’s unstable?” he thought. “There’ll be no end of trouble.”

“You did very well not to ask a stranger,” said the confused chairman at last.

And here, quietly and without any pressure, the son of the Black Sea hero got down to business. He was asking for fifty rubles. The chairman, squeezed within the narrow confines of the city budget, could only offer eight rubles and three dinner vouchers to the “Stomach’s Former Friend” cooperative cafeteria.

The hero’s son put the vouchers and the money into the deep pocket of his well-worn dappled grey jacket and was about to get up from the pink ottoman when the sound of stomping came from behind the office door, followed by the secretary’s interdictory cry.

The door burst open and a new visitor appeared on the threshold.

“Who’s in charge here?” he asked, breathing heavily and running his wandering eyes over the room.

“Uh, I am.” said the chairman.

“Hello, chairman.” barked the new arrival, holding out a shovel-like hand. “Let me introduce myself. Lieutenant Schmidt’s son.”

“What?” asked the city head, his eyes widening.

“The son of the great, immortal hero Lieutenant Schmidt!” repeated the intruder.

“But that’s this comrade right there – this is Lieutenant Schmidt’s son, Nikolai Schmidt.”

And the chairman, completely taken aback, pointed at the first visitor, whose face had suddenly taken on a sleepy expression.

A ticklish moment now transpired in the lives of the two hucksters. The long and unpleasant sword of Nemesis might at any moment flash in the hands of the modest and gullible ispolkom chairman.

Fate was giving them only a second’s thought to come up with a winning combination. The eyes of Lieutenant Schmidt’s second son filled with terror.

This son was dressed in a summer Paraguay shirt, sailor’s trousers with flaps over the seams and bluish canvas shoes.

His figure, so rough and sharp-cornered just a moment ago, had begun to fade, losing its menacing contours and certainly no longer commanding any kind of respect. A nasty smile appeared on the chairman’s face.

And then, just as the lieutenant’s second son thought that all was lost, and that the furious anger of the chairman would rain down on his red head, salvation arrived from the pink ottoman.

“Vasya!” cried the Lieutenant’s first son, jumping to his feet. “My brother!

Don’t you recognize your brother Kolya?”

And the first son locked the second son in an embrace.

“Yes!” exclaimed Vasya, catching on. “I recognize my brother Kolya!”

The happy reunion was marked with such an excess of affection and an embrace of such unusual strength that the Black Sea revolutionary’s second son stepped away from it pale with pain. His brother Kolya had squeezed him rather hard in his joy.

As they embraced, the two brothers cast sidelong glances at the chairman, whose somewhat vinegary expression was not leaving his face. They had to develop their saving combination on the spot, supplementing it with period touches and previously unknown details of the 1905 sailors’ mutiny that had escaped Party historians.Holding each other by the hand, the brothers lowered themselves onto the love seat and, without taking their shining eyes from the chairman, plunged deep into reminiscence.

“What an amazingly surprising meeting!”

exclaimed the first son in a high falsetto, inviting the chairman with his eyes to join in on the family celebration.

“Yes,” said the chairman in a frosty voice.

“It happens, it happens.”

Seeing that the chairman was still gripped in the claws of doubt, the first son patted the second son’s hair, red as an Irish setter’s, and kindly asked:

“When did you arrive here from Mariupol, where you were living with our grandmother?”

“Yes, I was living there,” the lieutenant’s second son muttered, “with her.”

“Why didn’t you write more often?

I was very worried.”

“I was busy,” replied the redhead sullenly.And fearing that his indefatigable brother would right away want to know what had kept him busy (he had mainly been busy serving time in the correctional facilities of various autonomous Soviet republics), Lieutenant Schmidt’s second son seized the initiative and asked his own question:

“And why didn’t you write?”

“I wrote to you,” said his brother unexpectedly, feeling an unusual influx of mirth, “I sent you certified letters.

I even kept the receipts.”

And he reached into his side pocket, from where he indeed pulled out a large number of worn tickets, which for some reason instead of showing to his brother he showed to the ispolkom chairman, though from a distance.

Strange as it was, the sight of these papers soothed the chairman a bit, and the brothers began to reminisce with more zeal.The redheaded brother had completely come to terms with the situation and was able to coherently, albeit monotonously, recite the contents of the mass brochure “Mutiny on the Ochakov”. The brother ornamented his dry exposition with details that were colorful enough to make the chairman, who had begun to calm down, prick up his ears again.

But the chairman let the brothers depart in peace, and with considerable relief they ran out into the street.

Around the corner of the ispolkom building they stopped.

“By the way, about my childhood.” said the first son. “As a child I used to kill people like you on the spot. With a slingshot.”

“Why?” asked the famous father’s second son gaily. 

“Those are the stern laws of life.

Or, to put it more briefly, life dictates to us its own stern laws. What were you doing barging into that office? Didn’t you see that the chairman wasn’t alone?”

“I thought...”

“Oh, so you thought? You mean to say that sometimes you think? You are a thinker. What is your name, thinker? Spinoza?

Jean-Jacques Rousseau? Marcus Aurelius?”

The redheaded man stood silent, crushed under this just indictment.

“Well, I forgive you. Live your life. But let’s introduce ourselves. Like it or not, we’re brothers, and kinship compels us.My name is Ostap Bender.

Allow me to ask your original name.”

“Balaganov,” said the redhead. “Shura Balaganov.”

“I won’t ask your trade,” said Bender politely, “but I can guess. I assume it’s something intellectual? How many convictions this year?”

“Two,” admitted Balaganov freely.

“Now that’s not good. Why do you sell your immortal soul?A person should not go to court. That’s a despicable way to spend your time. I’m talking about theft.Leaving aside the fact that it’s a sin to steal — I’m sure your mother acquainted you with this doctrine in childhood —it’s also a pointless waste of energy and effort.”

Ostap would have gone on developing his life philosophy for some time if Balaganov hadn’t interrupted him.

“Look,” he said, pointing at the green depths of Young Talents Boulevard. “Do you see that man over there in the straw hat?”

“I see him,” said Ostap haughtily.

“And so what? Is he the governor of Borneo?”

“That’s Panikovski” said Shura. “Lieutenant Schmidt’s son.”

A somewhat elderly looking citizen was coming down the alley, tilting slightly to one side in the shade of the August lindens.A shaped straw hat with ragged edges lay askance across his head. His pants were short enough to expose the white ties of his long underwear. Under his mustache a gold tooth blazed like a cigarette.

“What, another son?” said Ostap. “This is starting to become amusing.”

Panikovski walked up to the ispolkom building, traced out a figure eight in front of it, deep in thought, then grabbed the sides of his hat with both hands, pulled it properly onto his head, plucked at his coat and headed inside with a heavy sigh.

“The lieutenant had three sons,” noted Bender.

“Two smart ones and a fool. We need to warn him.”

“No need” said Balaganov. “Let him find out what it means to violate the treaty a second time.”

“What treaty?”

“I’ll tell you in a moment. Look, he’s gone in!”

“I am an envious person” confessed Bender, “but there is nothing to envy here. Have you ever seen a bullfight? Let’s go watch.”

Lieutenant Schmidt’s newly befriended sons walked out from behind the corner and stood under the window of the chairman’s office.

The chairman was seated behind the cloudy, unwashed glass of the window. He was writing rapidly. Like all people who are writing, his expression was doleful. Suddenly he looked up.

The door opened, and Panikovski walked into the room. Holding his hat to his greasy coat, he stopped in front of the desk and moved his thick lips for a long time. After that the chairman jumped up in his chair and opened his mouth wide.The two friends heard a prolonged cry.

With the words “fall back”, Ostap pulled Balaganov after him. They ran to the boulevard and hid behind a tree.

“Take off your hats,” said Ostap.

“Bare your heads.They will now be bringing out the body.”

He was not mistaken. The peals and echoes of the chairman’s voice had not yet had a chance to die down when two massive employees appeared in the doorway of the ispolkom. They were carrying Panikovski. One held him by the arms, another by the legs.

“The ashes of the deceased,” commented Ostap, “were carried out in the arms of friends and relatives.”

The employees pulled Lieutenant Schmidt’s third, foolish son onto the wing and unhurriedly began swinging him back and forth.

Panikovski was silent, obediently looking at the blue sky.

“After a brief memorial service...” began Ostap.

Just then the employees, having imparted

sufficient momentum to Panikovski’s body, threw him out into the street.

“...the body was consigned to the earth,” finished Bender.

Panikovski splatted on the ground like a frog.

He quickly picked himself up and, tilting to one side more than before, ran down Young Talents Boulevard with unbelievable speed.

“All right, now tell me,” said Ostap “How did this lowlife violate the treaty, and what kind of treaty was it?”

Nikolai Ivanovich Lobachevsky, 1792-1856, Russian mathematician and a discoverer of non-Euclidian geometry.

Fyodor Vasilyevich Gladkov, 1883-1958. Author of Cement, hailed as the first Soviet novel when it was published in 1925.

Eliza Orzeszkowa, 1891-1910.

Polish Positivist author known for her socially engaged novellas and stories.

Lydia Nikolaevna Seifullina, 1889-1954.

From ispolnitelnyj komitet, executive committee.

This is the equivalent of city hall.

The New Economic Policy, a reform instituted by Lenin that allowed small-scale private markets and free enterprise.

This gave rise to the NEP-men, petty entrepreneurs who were essential to the Soviet economy but were considered to be opportunists and speculators.

Chapter 2. Lieutenant Schmidt’s Thirty Sons

The frantic morning came to an end. Bender and Balaganov walked quickly away from the ispolkom in silent agreement. A long blue rail was being carted along the main street on a pair of widely-spread peasant carts. The main street was so filled with ringing and singing that it was as if the coachman in the oilcloth work clothes were carting some kind of deafening musical note rather than a metal rail. The sun was breaking through the glass window of a store selling visual aids, where two skeletons sat locked in a friendly embrace above a set of globes, skulls, and the merrily painted cardboard liver of a drunkard. In the meager window of a stamp and seal workshop the most space was taken up by enameled boards reading ‘Closed for Lunch, ‘Lunch Break From 2 to 3 pm’, ‘Closed for Lunch Break’, the simple Closed, ‘Store Closed’, and, finally, a sturdy black board with the golden letters ‘Closed for Inventory’. There was clearly a great demand for these decisive texts in Arbatov. The stamp and seal workshop offered only a single little blue tablet for all of life’s other contingencies: “Nanny on Call”.

Further along stood three stores in a row selling wind instruments, mandolins and bass balalaikas. Copper trumpets lay gleaming lecherously on the steps of a red calico-lined showcase. The bass helicon was especially handsome. It looked so powerful as it warmed itself lazily in the sun, curled up in a circle, that it would have looked more at home displayed in a capital city zoo, somewhere between the elephant and the python. Parents could take their children to see it on Sundays and holidays and say “There, my child, is the helicon pavilion. The helicon is sleeping. But when it wakes up, you will certainly hear it blow.” And the children would look at the amazing trumpet, their big eyes filled with wonder.

At any other time, Ostap Bender would have noticed the freshly-hewn balalaikas the size of a room, the sun-warped gramophone records and the Pioneers’ drums, whose smart paintwork brought to mind the old adage about the bullet being a fool and the bayonet a hero, but his mind was on other things today. He was hungry.

“I assume you are standing on the edge of a financial abyss?” he asked Balaganov.

“You mean money?” said Shura. “I haven’t had money for a whole week.”

“In that case, young man, your future is grim” - pronounced Ostap. “The financial abyss is the deepest kind of abyss; you can spend your whole life falling into it. Still, don’t sulk. I did manage to carry off three dinner vouchers in my beak. The chairman of the ispolkom liked me at first sight.”

But the two stepbrothers weren’t able to take advantage of the city administrator’s kindness. A large lock, covered with what was either rust or buckwheat kasha, hung on the door of the ‘Stomach’s Former Friend’ cafeteria,.

“Of course,” said Ostap bitterly. “The cafeteria has been permanently closed for schnitzel inventory. We’ll have to let the private speculators tear our bodies apart.”

“Speculators prefer ready cash,” said Balaganov dully.

“Fine, fine, I’m not going to torture you. The chairman also showered me with gold in the amount of eight rubles. But keep in mind, my esteemed Shura, that I don’t intend to give you a free lunch. I’m going to demand a variety of minor services for every vitamin you’re fed.” 

The city turned out not to have a private market, and the brothers ate their dinner in the summer cooperative garden instead, where some unusual banners informed citizens of Arbatov’s latest innovation in the field of public nutrition:

BEER SERVED TO UNION MEMBERS ONLY

“We will make do with kvas,” said Balaganov.

“All the more since the local kvas is prepared by private brewers, who are sympathetic to Soviet rule,” added Ostap, “But now tell me what that cutthroat Panikovski did wrong. I like stories about petty swindling.”

The sated Balaganov looked upon his savior with gratitude and began his story. It went on for two hours and included some exceptionally interesting information.

In every area of human activity, there exist special institutions to regulate the supply and demand of labor. An actor will go to Omsk only after ascertaining that he has no need to fear competition there and that there will be no rivals for his role as a cool lover or servant announcing “dinner is served”. Railroad workers are taken care of by their professional unions, which carefully post announcements in the newspapers warning that unemployed baggage handlers shouldn’t count on finding work on the Syzrano-Vyazemskaya line, or that four crossing guards are needed on that the Central Asian line.. An expert procurement agent will place an ad in the paper and the whole country will learn that there exists in the world an expert procurement agent with ten years’ experience who wants to change his place of employment from Moscow to the provinces for family reasons.

Everything is self-regulating, everything flows down cleared channels and completes its natural cycles both in harmony with and under the full protection of the law.

Only one very unusual market existed in a state of chaos, and that was the market of hucksters calling themselves the children of Lieutenant Schmidt. Anarchy was tearing the Lieutenant’s children apart. They were not able to extract from their profession the comforts that would have doubtless been theirs given even a momentary acquaintance with any number of administrators, factory directors or union heads, who for the most part are surprisingly gullible people.

Karl Marx’s grandsons, the nonexistent relatives of Friedrich Engels, Lunacharski’s brothers, Klara Zetkin’s cousins, even – at the bitter end - the descendants of the famous anarchist Prince Kropotkin, all crisscrossed the country, wheedling and extorting. From Minsk to the Bering Strait, and from Nakhichevan-on-Arax to Franz-Josef Land you could find the relatives of great men and women walking into ispolkoms, stepping out onto station platforms and driving anxiously around in hired coaches. They rushed about. They were very busy.

At one point, the supply of relatives exceeded demand, and this unique market experienced a depression. The need for reform made itself felt. And so one after another, the grandchildren of Karl Marx, the Kropotkinites, the Engelsons and their ilk began to clean up their act, with the sole exception of the thriving group of Lieutenant Schmidt’s children, who, like the Polish Sejm, found themselves riven by anarchy. The children had somehow all turned out to be rude, greedy, and contrary, and they made it impossible for one another to earn a living.

Shura Balaganov, who considered himself the Lieutenant’s firstborn, had begun to seriously worry about the trend things were taking. More and more frequently he would run into colleagues from his cohort who had completely besmirched the fertile fields of the Ukraine or the mountain resorts of the Caucasus where he had grown used to doing seasonal work.

“You were afraid these difficulties were growing up to haunt you?” asked Ostap mockingly.

But Balaganov didn’t notice the irony. Drinking his lilac-colored kvas, he continued his story.

There was only one way out of this tense situation - a conference. Balaganov worked on the call for it all winter long. He corresponded with the competitors he knew personally. Those he didn’t know he invited through the various grandchildren of Marx he had met in his travels. Finally, in the early spring of 1928, almost all of Lieutenant Schmidt’s known children got together in a Moscow tavern, near the Sukharev Tower. The quorum was large – it turned out that Lieutenant Schmidt had thirty sons, from eighteen to fifty-two years in age, and four daughters, all of them stupid, unattractive and no longer young.

In his short introductory speech, Balaganov expressed the hope that the brothers might find a common language and work out a treaty that life had rendered imperative.

According to Balaganov’s plan, the entire Soviet Union was to be broken up into thirty-four operating districts, to match the number of participants. Each district would be entrusted to one of the children for their long-term use. None of the members of the corporation would be allowed to cross the border into another’s territory with the goal of making money there.

No one objected to these new work rules with the exception of Panikovski, who right then announced that he could live without a treaty. There were some ugly scenes, however, when it came to dividing up the country. The parties that had been in such lofty agreement fell to bickering right from the start and would only address one another with the addition of vulgar epithets. The whole argument hinged on how districts were to be assigned.

No one wanted to take the university towns. No one wanted savvy Moscow, Leningrad or Khar’kov.

The far eastern areas, buried in sand, also suffered from a very poor reputation. It was intimated that their inhabitants lacked any familiarity with the person of Lieutenant Schmidt.

“You think you’ve found yourself some fools!” squealed Panikovski. “Give me the mid-Russian plateau, and I’ll sign your convention.”

“What? The whole plateau?” said Balaganov. “Maybe you want us to throw in Melitopol’, too? Or Bobruysk?”

The assembled parties gave a painful howl at the mention of Bobruysk. Everyone was ready to go to Bobruysk that very instant. They thought Bobruysk was a wonderful, highly cultured place.

“Fine, not the whole plateau,” insisted the greedy Panikovski. “Just give me half. I am a family man, after all, I have two families.” But they didn’t give him even half.

After prolonged shouting it was agreed that districts would be assigned by drawing straws. Thirty-four little pieces of paper were prepared, with the name of a region written on each one. Every republic and every region - fruitful Kursk and doubtful Kherson, the underdeveloped Minusinsk and the practically hopeless Ashkhabad, Kiev, Petrozavodsk and Chita – waited for their master in a rabbit hat with earmuffs someone had donated.

Joyful cries, dull moans and profanity accompanied the drawing.

Panikovski’s unlucky star showed its influence. He got the Volga basin. He was beside himself with wrath as he signed the treaty.

“I’ll go,” he yelled. “But I’m warning you, if they treat me badly, I’ll break the treaty, I’ll cross the border!”

Balaganov, who had got the golden Arbatov sector, took fright and announced right there that he would not stand for any infringement of the operating norms.

One way or another, the deal was worked out, after which Lieutenant Schmidt’s thirty sons and four daughters went off to go to work in their assigned regions.

“You saw for your yourself how that swine defied the convention, Bender,” Shura Balaganov finished his story. “He’d been crawling around my territory for a long time, but I hadn’t been able to catch him until now.”

To the storyteller’s surprise, Panikovski’s wicked deed aroused no judgment from Ostap. Bender sprawled out in his chair, looking distractedly ahead.

An even line of trees with dense foliage was painted on the high rear wall of the restaurant, like a picture in a children’s primer. There were no real trees in the garden, but the shadow cast by the wall provided a refreshing coolness and the citizens found it completely satisfactory. The citizens were clearly all members of the trade union, since they were drinking beer without having anything to eat.

A green automobile with ‘Let’s Go For A Ride!’ written in a white arc across its door rode up towards the garden gates, backfiring and wheezing as it came. Below the sign were the conditions for riding in the jolly vehicle. Three rubles per hour. Fixed itinerary negotiable. There were no passengers in the car.

The people in the garden whispered nervously among themselves. The driver stood imploringly for about five minutes, looking through the garden gate, and having lost all hope of finding a passenger, he cried out in a provocative voice:

“Taxi available! Climb in!” 

But none of the citizens expressed any desire to get into the car marked ‘Let’s Go For A Ride!’. And even the very invitation by the driver had a strange effect on them. They hunkered lower and tried not to look towards the car. The driver shook his head and slowly drove away. The residents of Arbatov followed him sadly with their eyes. Five minutes later the green automobile raced by the garden in the other direction, going full tilt. The driver was bouncing on his seat and yelling something unintelligible. The car was empty as before. Ostap watched it pass and said:

“Now listen. Balaganov, you are a fop. Don’t get offended. By that I just mean to clearly define the position you occupy under the sun.”

“Go to hell!” said Balaganov rudely.

“You got offended after I told you not to? Does that mean you think being a lieutenant’s son is not being a fop?”

“You yourself are Lieutenant Schmidt’s son!” cried Balaganov.

“You are a fop,” repeated Ostap. “And the son of a fop. And your children will be fops. My boy! What happened this morning - it wasn’t even an episode, but just a pure coincidence, the whim of an artist. A gentleman in search of a ten ruble note. Fishing at such miserly odds is not in my character. And what kind of a profession is this, for God’s sake? Lieutenant Schmidt’s son! Maybe for another year, two on the outside. And then what? Then people will get used to your red curls, and they’ll just start beating you.”

“So what do I do?” worried Balaganov. “How do I win my daily bread?”

“You need to think,” said Ostap sternly. “Me, for example; it’s ideas that keep me fed. I don’t hold out my hand for a sour ispolkom ruble. I cast my net wider. I have observed that you have a selfless love of money. Tell me, what kind of amount would be suitable?”

“Five thousand,” said Balaganov quickly.

“A month?”

“A year.”

“Then I’m not the guy for you. I need five hundred thousand. And I need it all at once, not in installments.”

“Maybe you would take in installments nonetheless?” asked the vengeful Balaganov.

Ostap looked at his interlocutor attentively, and in complete seriousness replied:

“I would take it in installments. But I need it all at once.” 

Balaganov wanted to make a joke out of that answer, but looking up at Ostap, he stopped cold. The man sitting across from him was an athlete with a sharply defined face that looked as if it were stamped on a coin. A thick white scar ran across his dark throat. His eyes shone with a menacing bemusement.

Balaganov suddenly felt an unconquerable desire to snap to attention. He even wanted to clear his throat, as happens with people of middling responsibilities when they are talking to one of their higher-ranking comrades. And actually clearing his throat, he asked bashfully.

“Why do you need so much money... and right away?”

“Really I need more.” said Ostap. “Five hundred thousand is my minimum, five hundred thousand full-strength approximate rubles. I want to go away, comrade Balaganov, go far away, to Rio de Janeiro.”

“Do you have relatives there?” asked Balaganov.’

“Do I look like the kind of person who would have relatives?”

“No, but I...”

“I don’t have any relatives, comrade Shura. I am alone in this world. I had a father, a Turkish subject, but he died long ago in horrible convulsions. That’s not the point. Ever since I was a child I have wanted to go to Rio de Janeiro. You, of course, weren’t even aware that such a city existed.”

Balaganov nodded his head dejectedly. Of all the centers of world culture, other than Moscow he knew of only Kiev, Melitopol'’ and Zhmerinka. And anyway he was convinced that the Earth was flat.

Ostap tossed a page torn out of a book onto the table.

“Here is a clipping from the Small Soviet Encyclopedia. This is what they say about Rio de Janeiro: ‘1360 thousand inhabitants...’ Let’s see... ‘A significant number of mulattoes... by a wide bay on the Atlantic Ocean...” Here, here! “The city’s main streets are every bit the equal of the greatest cities in the world as far as the number of shops and the beauty of the architecture” “Can you imagine, Shura? Every bit the equal! Mulattoes, the bay, coffee exports - or coffee dumping, as they call it – a Charleston entitled ‘My little gal has a little thing’, and - what more is there to say? You can see for yourself what’s going on. One and a half million people, and every one of them dressed in white pants. I want to leave here. Over the last year some serious differences have arisen between me and the Soviet government. The Soviet government wants to build socialism, and I do not. I find building socialism tiresome. Now do you see why I want so much money?”

“Where will you get five hundred thousand rubles?” asked Balaganov quietly.

“Wherever I can,” replied Ostap. “Just show me a rich man, and I will take his money”

“How? Murder?” asked Balaganov in an even softer voice, casting a glance at the neighboring tables full of Arbatovites hefting toasts with their beer glasses.

“You know,” said Ostap, “you should never have signed the so-called Sukharev treaty. The intellectual effort clearly exhausted you. You are getting dumber by the minute. Please note that Ostap Bender has never killed anyone. Have others tried to kill him? They have. But he himself stands pure in the eyes of the law. I’m no cherub, of course. I don’t have wings, but I do honor the Criminal Code. That is my weakness.”

“How do you plan to take the money?”

“How do I plan to take it? The taking or removal of funds varies based on circumstances. I personally have four hundred comparatively honest methods of extracting wealth. But it’s not about how it’s done. The point is that right now there aren’t any wealthy people, and that is the horror of my position. Another person in my place might throw himself at some defenseless state enterprise, but that is not in my rights. You know the respect I have for the Criminal Code. There is no point in robbing the collective. Give me one of your richer individuals. But there are no such individuals.

“What do you mean!” exclaimed Balaganov. “There are some very rich people.”

“Do you know them?” said Ostap instantly. “Can you give me the name and exact address of just one single Soviet millionaire? And yet they exist, they must exist. Once you have a country in which there circulate certain financial instruments, there must exist people who possess them in large quantities. But how do you find such a catch?”

Ostap even gave a sigh at this point. It was clear he had been struggling with these dreams of rich individuals for a long time.

“How pleasant,” he said, immersed in thought, “To work with a legal millionaire in a well-organized bourgeois country with established capitalist traditions. There a millionaire is a popular figure. People know his address. He lives in a house of his own, somewhere in Rio-de-Janeiro. You go straight in to see him as a visitor and right there in the front room, after exchanging your first hellos, you take away his money. And all this politely, pleasantly, you see. “Hello, sir, don’t worry. I will need to importune you a little bit. All right.. Done.” and that’s it! Culture! What could be simpler? A gentleman doing a little bit of business in the society of other gentlemen. Just don’t shoot into the chandelier, that’s overdoing it. But over here... my God, my God. What a cold country we live in! Here everything is hidden, everything is buried in the basement. Even the Narkomfin with its omnipotent revenue collectors, can’t find a Soviet millionaire. There might even be a millionaire sitting here right now in this so-called summer garden, drinking a forty-kopek ‘Tip-Top’ beer at the next table. That’s what offends me!”

“So you think,” asked Balaganov after a pause – “That if you found such a secret millionaire, you would?...”

“Stop right there. I know what you’re going to say. No, not that. Not that at all. I don’t plan to strangle him with a pillow or beat him on the head with a black Nagant revolver. There won’t be any rough stuff at all. Oh, if I could only find an individual. I’d set it up so he brings me his money himself, on a little blue-bordered saucer.”

“That’s very good” Balaganov smiled trustfully. “Five hundred thousand on a little blue-bordered saucer.”

He got up and started walking around the table. He smacked his tongue sadly, stopping and starting, even opening his mouth, as if he wanted to say something, but then he would sit down without saying anything and then get up again. Ostap followed his movements with indifference.

“He’ll bring it himself?” Balaganov asked suddenly in a creaky voice. “On a little saucer? And if he doesn’t? And where is this Rio de Janeiro? Is it far? It’s not possible that everyone walks around in white pants. Forget about all that, Bender. You can live well here for five hundred thousand.”

“No doubt, no doubt” said Ostap, amused. “You can live here. But don’t go flapping your wings for no reason. You don’t have five hundred thousand.”

A deep wrinkle appeared on Balaganov’s untroubled, unlined forehead. He looked at Ostap hesitantly and said:

“I know a millionaire like that” All the liveliness left Bender’s face in a flash. His face instantly became hard and again took on the features of a medal.

“Go on, go on,” he said, “I only offer handouts on Saturdays, no point in trying to con me.”

“I swear it’s true, monsieur Bender...”

“Listen, Shura, if you’re finally going to switch to French, then don’t call me Monsieur, but citoyen - meaning, citizen. Incidentally, what is this millionaire’s address?

“He lives in Chernomorsk.”

“Ah yes, I should have known. Chernomorsk! Even before the war they would call a man with ten thousand rubles there a millionaire. And now... I can imagine. No, that’s nonsense!”

“No, no, let me explain. He’s a real millionaire. See, Bender, not long ago I happened to be serving time in one of their pen...”

Ten minutes later the stepbrothers left the summer cooperative beer garden. The great combinator felt like a surgeon who has to carry out an extremely serious operation. Everything is ready. Towels and bandages are steaming in their electric autoclaves, a nurse in a white lab coat moves silently across the tiled floor, the medical porcelain and nickel are shining, the patient is lying on a glass table, his unseeing eyes rolled up towards the ceiling. The smell of German chewing gum wafts through the specially heated air. The surgeon walks up to the operating table, his hands spread, takes a sterilized scalpel from his assistant and curtly says to the patient “Well, take off your burnoose.”

“That’s how it always is with me” said Bender, his eyes shining. “I end up having to start a million ruble job with a tangible lack of monetary instruments. My entire personal capital — base, operating and reserve — amounts to five rubles. What did you say the underground millionaire’s name was?”

“Koreiko” replied Balaganov

“Yes, yes, Koreiko. A beautiful name. And you claim no one knows about his millions.”

“No one except for me and Pruzhanski. But Pruzhanski, like I told you, is going to be spending another three years in jail. If you could only see how he railed and cried when I went free. He could feel that he should never have told me about Koreiko.”

“The fact that he revealed his secret to you is nothing. That’s not why he was railing and crying. He evidently had a premonition that you would tell the whole story to me. And that truly is a direct loss for poor Pruzhanski. By the time Pruzhanski gets out of jail Koreiko will be finding consolation only in the despicable proverb ‘no shame in being poor’”.

Ostap took off his summer cap, waved it in the air, and asked

“Do I have any grey hairs?”

Balaganov sucked in his gut, spread his socks a rifle butt’s width apart, and in the voice of a front line soldier answered:

“Absolutely not!”

That means they’re on their way. Great battles lie ahead of us. You’ll go grey too, Balaganov.” Balaganov suddenly gave a silly giggle:

“How did you say it? They’ll bring the money on a little blue-bordered saucer?”

“Mine on a little saucer. Yours on a little plate”

“And what about Rio de Janeiro? I want to wear white pants, too!”

“Rio de Janeiro is the crystal dream of my childhood,” the great combinator replied sternly, “keep your paws off of it. Let’s get to the point. Send out troops under my command. Units are to arrive in the city of Chernomorsk as soon as humanly possible. Dress code is causual. Well, sound the march! I will lead the parade.



A famous quote by General Suvorov, 18th century military hero and bayonet enthusiast.

A nonalcoholic beverage made from fermented bread, a summertime favorite.

Anatolii Vasilyevich Lunacharski, 1875-1933. Bolshevik revolutionary and intellectual., longtime Commissar for Education

Klara Zetkin, 1857-1933. German politician, founder of the Socialist International and early member of the German Communist party.

Pyotr Alekseevich Kropotkin, 1842-1921. Russian geographer and radical. 

Polish noblemen’s parliamentary assembly known for giving all of its members veto power.

Ministry of finance, from narodnyj komisariat finansov.
Chapter 3. Your Gas — Our Ideas

A year before Panikovski broke the treaty by crossing over into someone else’s operating territory, the first automobile had appeared in the city of Arbatov. This automotive trailblazer was a driver named Kozlevich.

It was a decision to start a new life that had put him in front of the steering wheel. Adam Kozlevich’s former life had been a sinful one. He had consistently violated the Criminal Code of the RSFSR, specifically section 162-10, concerning questions of covert seizure of property (theft).

This section has many subsections; but the sinful Adam had no knowledge of Subsection A (theft perpetrated without the use of mechanical aids). He found this too primitive. Nor did he like Subsection D, with its penalties of up to five years’ incarceration. He preferred not to spend long periods in jail. And since he had been interested in technology ever since he was a boy, he gave himself up body and soul to Subsection B (covert seizure of property, perpetrated with the use of mechanical aids, repeatedly, or in collusion with other parties, at train stations, on steam vessels, in train cars or in hotels).

But Kozlevich was unlucky. They caught him when he used their beloved mechanical aids, and they caught him when he did not. They caught him at train stations, ports, on steam vessels and in hotels. They caught him in train cars. They even caught him when, in utter despair, he began seizing property in collusion with other parties.

After three years or so spent in these difficult circumstances, Adam Kozlevich arrived at the thought that it would be much more comfortable to occupy himself with the overt accumulation of his own property rather than the covert seizure of other people’s. This thought brought serenity into his stormy soul. He became a model prisoner, he wrote exposés in verse in the prison paper, The Sun Rises and Sets, and worked diligently in the prison’s mechanical workshop. The penitentiary system had a positive effect on him. Adam Kazimirovich Kozlevich - forty six years old, the son of peasants from the former Chenstohovskij province, single, repeatedly incarcerated - left prison an honest man.

After working for two years in a Moscow garage, he bought a second-hand automobile so old that its appearance on the market could only be explained by the auctioning off of an automotive museum. This rare exhibit was sold to Kozlevich for 190 rubles. For some reason the automobile was sold along with an artificial palm tree in a green flowerpot, which he had to buy as well. The palm was still in decent shape but the car gave him no end of trouble: he had to hunt for missing parts at various flea markets, patch the seats and rewire the electrical system. He gave the car a new lizard green paint job as a finishing touch. The car’s pedigree was unknown, but Adam Kazimirovich called it a “Lorraine-Dietrich”. As proof of this he affixed a copper plate with the Lorraine-Dietrich logo to the car radiator. All that remained was to try hiring the car out, something Kozlevich had long dreamed of doing.

The same day that Adam Kazimirovich first tried to drive his baby out into the world, out to the taxi stand, something happened that devastated the private drivers in Moscow: two hundred small black Renault motor taxis resembling Browning pistols arrived in the city. Kozlevich didn’t even try to compete with them. He put the palm in storage at the Versaille coachmen’s teahouse and drove off to find work in the provinces.

Arbatov pleased the driver with its total lack of automotive transport; he decided to stay there forever.

Adam Kazimirovich imagined himself working happily, busily and – most important - honestly in the field of car rental. He could imagine himself standing on call outside the station waiting for the Moscow train in the early Arctic morning. He saw himself wrapped up in a red leather coat, his aviator goggles pulled up onto his forehead, good-naturedly offering cigarettes to the baggage porters. The frozen coachmen would be huddling together somewhere behind him, crying from the cold and shaking their thick blue skirts. And here would come the fearful ring of the station bell. That would be the summons. The train had arrived. The passengers would step out on to the station platform and stop in front of the car with a satisfied grin. They wouldn’t be expecting the concept of automobiles for hire to have already penetrated into the backwater of Arbatov. And Kozlevich would rush his passengers to the Farmers’ Home, tooting his horn.

Work would keep him busy all day, everyone would be glad to make use of the services of the mechanical carriage. Kozlevich and his loyal Lorraine-Dietrich would be indispensable participants in every town wedding, excursion and celebration. But the summertime would bring him the most work. On Sundays entire families would drive out of town in Kozlevich’s car. The carefree sound of children’s laughter would ring out, the wind would yank at scarves and ribbons, the women would be babbling away happily, fathers would look with respect at the driver’s leather-clad back and ask him about the current situation of automobiles in the United States of America (was there any truth to the rumor that Ford bought himself a new car every day?).

That is how Kozlevich imagined his new miraculous life in Arbatov. But reality quickly demolished the castle in the sky that Adam Kazimirovich had built with his imagination, along with all of its little towers, drawbridges, weathervanes and its banner.

The first thing to let him down was the railroad schedule. Express and courier trains rode through Arbatov without stopping, picking up their signal batons and dropping off express mail on the run. Mixed trains would come through only twice a week. They brought rather unimportant people: petitioners and cobblers with their rucksacks, boot-trees and letters of complaint. As a rule, passengers from the mixed trains never used his car. There were no excursions or celebrations, and Kozlevich wasn’t invited to any of the weddings. People in Arbatov had grown used to hiring coachmen for wedding processions; the coachmen would plait paper roses and chrysanthemums into their horse’s manes, and this gave enormous pleasure to the fathers who rode them.

There were in fact many trips out of town. But they were nothing like what Adam Kazimirovich had fantasized about. There were no children, no flapping scarves, there was no happy babbling.

On the first night, four men walked up to Adam Kazimirovich in the dim kerosene lamplight. He had spent the entire day standing fruitlessly on the Spaso-Kooperativnaya square. They took a long, silent look into the automobile. Then one of them, a hunchback, asked with disbelief:

“Can all of us ride?”

“Of course,” replied Kozlevich, wondering at the skittishness of the Arbatov townspeople. “Five rubles an hour.”

The men whispered among themselves. The driver could hear a strange sighing and the words “Shall we take a ride after the meeting, comrades? Is that convenient? A ruble twenty five per person isn’t expensive. What’s not convenient about it?”

And for the first time the capacious car welcomed the people of Arbatov into its calico womb. The passengers rode in silence for several minutes, choked by the rapid movement, the hot smell of gasoline and the whistling wind. Then, haunted by a dim premonition, they quietly started to hum “Fast as the waves, the days of our lives”. Kozlevich put the car into third gear. The dusky outlines of the canned goods shop flickered by, and then the car jumped out into the field, onto the moonlit road.

“Every day our path to the tomb grows shorter” sang the passengers darkly. They were starting to feel sorry for themselves, feeling offended that they had never been students. They finished the song at full volume:

“We’ll have a shot, a little shot, trilim-bom-bom, tri-lim-bom-bom”

“Stop!” yelled the hunchback suddenly. “Go back! My soul is on fire!”

Back in town, the passengers picked up a number of white bottles and a broad-shouldered townswoman. Then they set up a tent out in the field, ate dinner, washed it down with vodka, and danced a coquette polka without any music.

Kozlevich spent the next day asleep at the wheel in his usual spot, exhausted by the night’s events. Towards evening the group of revelers from the night before showed up, already jolly, got in the car again and had themselves driven around town until dawn. The same thing happened the third day. Under the hunchback’s leadership, this happy company’s joyful feasts lasted for two weeks straight. The joys of motorization seemed to have a strange influence on Adam Kazimirovich’s clients: their faces would grow swollen and shine like pillows in the darkness. The hunchback, a hunk of sausage hanging from his mouth, resembled a zombie.

They would become fretful and sometimes weep in the heat of their celebration. One night, the bold hunchback brought a bag of rice over to the automobile on a horse cart. At dawn they drove the rice to a village, exchanged it for pervach-moonshine and did not return to town that day. They sat on haystacks and drank toasts of brotherhood with the peasants. At nightfall, they lit bonfires and cried with exceptional woe.

In the grey morning that followed, the Lineets railroad cooperative - where the hunchback served as director, and his happy comrades were members of the management and retail commission - closed for inventory. How bitter was the astonishment of the auditors when they were unable to find any flour, pepper, household soap, feed pails, textiles, or rice in the store. The shelves, cabinets, boxes and bins - everything had been stripped bare. All that remained was a giant pair of size 49 hunting boots with yellow cardboard soles standing in the middle of the room, stretching up towards the ceiling, along with a National cash register glimmering sadly in its glass booth, its nickel-plated feminine bosom spangled with multicolored buttons. A summons from the national inspector was sent to Kozlevich’s apartment; the driver was being called as a witness in the matter of the Lineets cooperative.

The hunchback and his friends were not seen again, and for three days the green car stood without any customers. Then a new group of passengers showed up under cover of darkness, much like the first ones had. They too started off with an innocent drive outside of town, but after only the first half kilometer the thought of vodka had already arisen among them. The people of Arbatov clearly couldn’t imagine how one might ride in an automobile without drinking. And they saw Kozlevich’s auto carriage as a nest of debauchery, where one was required to be boisterous, emit unnecessary yowls and just generally raise hell. Only now did Kozlevich understand why the men who walked past him in the daytime would at one another with an unpleasant smile.

Everything was going completely differently than Adam Kazimirovich had imagined. At night he would drive past the woods on the outskirts of town, headlights blazing, hearing the drunken commotion and the howls of his passengers behind him, and in the daytime, groggy with lack of sleep, he would sit in the prosecutor’s office and give his testimony as a witness. For some reason, when the residents of Arbatov raised hell, they always did it with money that belonged to the state, society and cooperative. Once again Kozlevich found himself plunged against his will into the abyss of the Criminal Code, into the world of Section Three, covering crimes committed in the exercise of official duties.

The trials began. And in each one of them the main witness for the prosecution was Adam Kazimirovich. His truthful testimony cut the legs out from under the accused, and they confessed to everything, suffocating in sobs and tears. He destroyed a great number of administrative agencies. His final victim was the subsidiary division of the regional cinema organization, which was shooting the historic film Stenka Razin and the Princess in Arbatov. The entire subsidiary was put away for six years, and the movie, now of solely judicial interest, was handed off to the museum of physical evidence that was already housing the hunting boots from the Lineets cooperative.

After that came the crash. People began to fear the green automobile like the plague. Citizens would walk far around the Spaso-Cooperative square where Kozlevich had set up his striped pole reading ‘automobile stand’. Adam did not earn a single kopek over the next several months and had to live from the savings he had amassed from the night trips.

Then he decided to make some sacrifices. He hung what he thought was an extremely alluring white sign reading “Let’s Go For A Ride! on the door of his automobile. And he lowered his price from five rubles an hour to three. But even then the townspeople did not change their tactics. The driver would ride slowly around town, pulling up next to offices and yelling in the windows:

“Such wonderful fresh air! What do you say we go for a ride?” 

And the town officials would lean out into the street and yell back over the clattering of their Underwoods:

“Take yourself for a ride. Murderer!”

“Murderer? Why?” Kozlevich would ask, practically in tears.

“Murderer and that’s a fact,” they would answer, “You’ll drive us right over to the circuit court”

“If you would only ride for your own money” the driver would cry irascibly.

At these words the town officials would look at each other with amusement and close their windows. It seemed plain stupid to them to go riding in the car for their own money.

The operator of “Let’s Go For A Ride!” quarreled with the entire town. He would no longer bow to anyone, and he grew high-strung and mean. Catching sight of some civil servant in a long Caucasus shirt with balloon sleeves, he would ride up from behind and yell at him, laughing bitterly:

“Scoundrels! I’m going to take you right over to the show court! For article 109!”

The civil servant would start, indifferently adjust his belt with the silver buckle, the kind they usually use to decorate the bridles of cart horses, and pick up his pace, pretending that the shouting was not directed at him. But the vengeful Kozlevich would continue to ride along and tease his foe by monotonously reciting from his pocket copy of the criminal statutes:

“Appropriation by a civil servant of money, valuables or other property under his control as part of his official duties is punishable by...”

Here the frightened civil servant would break into a run, lifting up his flattened backside, squashed from prolonged sitting on the office stool.

“...is punishable by imprisonment,” Kozlevich would yell after him “for up to three years”

But all this only brought the driver moral satisfaction. His material situation was not good. His savings were running out. It was time to make some kind of decision. Things could not go on like this. Adam Kazimirovich was sitting in his car one day in this inflamed state of mind, looking with disgust at the stupid striped pole reading ‘automobile stand’. He realized with a feeling of sadness that honest living had failed him, that the automotive Messiah had arrived ahead of His time, and that the townspeople had not believed in Him. Kozlevich was too immersed in these sad reflections to notice the two young men who had been looking at his car for some time.

“That’s some original construction,” one of them said at last. “The dawn of the automobile. You see what you can make out of a simple Singer sewing machine, Balaganov? A few adjustments and you have yourself a gorgeous kolkhoz hay baler.”

“Go away” said Kozlevich sullenly.

“What do you mean, go away? Why is there an advertising placard saying ‘Let’s Go For A Ride!’ hanging on your threshing machine? What if my friend and I wanted to go on a business trip? What if we said let’s go for a ride?”

A smile appeared on the automotive martyr’s face for the first time since his arrival in Arbatov. He jumped out of his car and deftly wound up the motor, which knocked heavily.

“Jump in,” he said. “Where can I take you?”

“Nowhere, this time around” noted Balaganov. “We have no money. Nothing to do about it, comrade mechanic – we’re poor.”

“Get in anyway!” yelled Kozlevich in despair. “I’ll drive you for free. You promise you won’t drink? You won’t dance around naked in the moonlight? Then let’s go for a ride!”

“All right, we’ll take advantage of your hospitality,” said Ostap, sitting down next to the driver. “I see you have a fine personality. But what makes you think we might get it into our heads to start dancing around naked?”

“There are people like that here,” replied the driver, steering the car out onto the main road. “State criminals.”

He was pressed by the desire to share his woe with someone. Best of all, of course, would have been to talk about his sufferings with his gentle wrinkled mother. She would have understood. But Madame Kozlevich had died long ago from sorrow when she found out that her son Adam had become a notorious recidivist thief. And so the driver told his new passengers the entire story of the fall of the city of Arbatov, under the ruins of which his green automobile now wallowed.

“Where to now?” he finished with longing. “Where do I go?”

Ostap waited, gave his redheaded companion a meaningful look, and said “All your troubles stem from the fact that you are a truth seeker. You are simply a lamb, a failed Baptist. It’s sad to see such defeatist attitudes among drivers. You have an automobile and you don’t know where to go. We have a worse problem: we don’t have an automobile. But we do know where to go. Perhaps we could all go together?”

“Go where?” asked the driver.

“To Chernomorsk” said Ostap. “We have a small intimate little matter to take care of there. You’ll find work, too. They value antique objects in Chernomorsk and would be eager to go driving in them. Let’s go.”

At first Adam Kazimirovich only smiled, like a widow who can find no more joy in life. But Bender did not hold back on the colors. He sketched amazing vistas before the embarrassed driver and painted them in with blue and pink on the spot.

“You have nothing to lose in Arbatov except your spare chains. You won’t go hungry en route. I’ll make sure of that. Your gas - our ideas.”

Kozlevich stopped the car and, still resisting, said darkly:

“I’m low on gas.”

“Do you have enough for fifty kilometers?”

“I have enough for eighty.”

“Then everything is fine. I already told you that I have no lack of thoughts and ideas. Exactly sixty kilometers from here there will be a large metal drum of aviation fuel waiting by the side of the road . Do you like aviation fuel?”

“I do,” said Kozlevich shyly. Life suddenly seemed light and joyful to him. He wanted to go to Chernomorsk right away.

“And this drum,” continued Ostap, “You’ll get it completely free of charge. I’ll say more: They will beg you to accept that fuel.”

“What fuel?” whispered Balaganov. “What are you talking about?”

Ostap looked grandly at the orange freckles sprinkled across his stepbrother’s face, and replied just as quietly:

“People who do not read newspapers should be killed on the spot, out of moral obligation. I am letting you live only because I want to change the way you were raised.”

Ostap did not explain what connection there was between reading newspapers and the large drum of fuel that allegedly lay by the side of the road.

“I am declaring the major Arbatov-Chernomorsk speed run open” said Ostap triumphantly. “I am designating myself leader of the run. The driver of the car will be - what is your last name? Adam Kozlevich. Citizen Balaganov will serve as our race mechanic as well as rendering such additional services as we may need. Only mind now Kozlevich, we’ll have to paint over that “Let’s Go For A Ride!” sign. We don’t want any distinguishing marks.”

Two hours later, the car slowly rolled out of the garage, a fresh dark-green spot on its side, and took its last trip down the streets of Arbatov. Hope shone in Kozlevich’s eyes. Balaganov sat next to him. He was busily polishing copper parts with a rag, jealously fulfilling his new responsibilities as a race mechanic. The commander of the run sprawled on the red seat and looked at his new subordinates with pleasure.

“Adam!” he cried over the grinding of the engine. “What is this carriage called?”

“It’s a Lorraine-Dietrich,” replied Kozlevich.

“What kind of a name is that? A car, like a naval vessel, should have a name of its own. What sets your Lorraine Deitrich apart is its great speed and the noble beauty of its form. So I propose we christen this car the ‘Gnu-Antelope’. Any objections? Then the motion passes unanimously.”

The green Antelope, all of its parts creaking, raced along the outside lane of Young Talents Boulevard and flew out onto the market square.

There the occupants of the Antelope saw a strange sight. A man with a white goose under his arm was running, doubled over, towards the road from the square. He was pressing a hard straw hat to his head with his free hand. Behind him ran a large, yelling crowd. The running man turned frequently to look behind him, and one could see an expression of terror on his handsome actor’s face.

“That’s Panikovski running!” cried Balaganov.

“The second stage of goose theft,” noted Ostap coldly. “The third stage starts once the guilty party has been captured. It is accompanied by painful bruises.”

Panikovski could clearly tell that the third phase was approaching, since he was running as fast as he could. Out of fear he did not release the goose, and that elicited strong annoyance in his pursuers.

“Article one hundred sixteen” recited Kozlevich from memory. “Covert, or else open seizure of livestock from a workers’ agricultural or livestock production facility.”

Balaganov giggled. He was comforted by the thought that the treaty violator would receive his lawful punishment.

The car headed out onto the road, bisecting the boisterous crowd.

“Help!” yelled Panikovski, when the Antelope caught up to him.

“God will provide” said Balaganov, hanging over the side.

The car covered Panikovski in a cloud of raspberry-colored dust.

“Take me with you!” howled Panikovski with his last breath, running along the car. “I’m good”

The voices of the pursuers were merging into a general ill-willed howl.

“Should we take the swine?” asked Ostap.

“No need,” replied Balaganov cruelly. “That will show him what it means to break a treaty.”

But Ostap had already decided.

“Drop the bird!” he yelled at Panikovski, and turning to the driver he added “go slow.”

Panikovski complied immediately. The goose picked itself up off the ground disaffectedly, smoothed its feathers and then started back towards the town as if nothing had happened.

“Climb in,” offered Ostap. “And to hell with you. I’ll rip your arms out by the roots if you sin again.”

Panikovski, scissoring his legs, grabbed the chassis, lay on the side of the car on his stomach, pitched himself over into the car like a swimmer into a rowboat and fell to the bottom, his cuffs clattering. “Full speed ahead,” commanded Ostap. “The meeting continues.”

Balaganov squeezed the bulb and a series of old-fashioned, happy, truncated sounds flew out of the copper horn.

And the Gnu-Antelope leaped out into the wild fields, off to its meeting with the drum of aviation fuel.
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Chapter 4. Just A Plain Old Suitcase

A hatless man with grey canvas trousers, a white collarless shirt, and leather sandals worn monk-style over his bare feet walked out of the low stairwell of #16 with his head bent low. Finding himself on a sidewalk lined with bluish stone plates, he stopped and said quietly “Today is Friday. That means I have to go to the station again” 

The man in sandals turned around quickly as he said this. He felt like someone with an observer’s dull zinc face was standing behind his back . But Little Kasatelnaya street was completely deserted. 

The June morning was just beginning to take form. The acacia trees trembled, dripping their cold leaden dew onto the flat stones below. The street birds were twittering away together in a happy cacophony.Down low behind the rooftops at the end of the street glimmered the molten, heavy sea. Young dogs looked around sorrowfully and clattered their claws as they tried to climb on trash cans. The hour of the groundskeepers had passed, but the hour of the milkmaids had not yet begun.

It was that interval between five and six o’clock when the groundskeepers have finished swinging their prickly stick brooms back and forth to their satisfaction and have all gone back to their sheds, and the city is as clean, quiet and bright as a national bank. At such a moment you want to cry and believe that fermented milk really is more nutritious and tastier than vodka; but already you can hear a distant thundering: the milkmaids with their milk pails are getting off the local trains. Soon they will launch themselves into the city and strike up their usual bickering with the housewives on their black stairwell platforms. Workers carrying lunch pails will appear for an instant and then be gone, swallowed up by the factory gates. Smoke will pour from the factory smokestacks Then a myriad of alarm clocks, leaping with anger, will flood nightstands with their three-tone ring (the “Pavel Bure” clocks a little quieter, the State Precision Machine Trust clocks a little louder), and Soviet civil servants will flash by, falling from their high maiden beds. The hour of the milkmaids will be over, and the hour of the civil servants will have begun.

But it was still early; the civil servants were still sleeping under their ficus plants. The man in sandals encountered almost no one as he crossed the length of the city. He walked under the acacia trees that served several social functions in Chernomorsk: some had blue postboxes with the agency crest (envelope and lightning bolt) hanging on them, others had tin tubs attached to their bases holding water for dogs.

The man in sandals arrived at the Primorski station just as the milkmaids were walking out of it. Knocking himself painfully several times against their iron shoulders, he made his way to the left luggage office and showed his receipt. The attendant looked at the receipt with the unnatural sternness that is unique to railroad workers and immediately ejected the ticketholder’s suitcase. The ticket holder in turn unbuttoned his leather wallet, took out a ten-kopek coin and lay it with a sigh on the baggage counter made of six old rails that innumerable elbows had polished.

Finding himself in front of of the station, the man in sandals put the suitcase down on the pavement and looked it over carefully from all sides, even touching its white briefcase lock with his hand. It was just a plain old suitcase, slapped together out of wood with artificial cloth glued onto it.

It was the kind of suitcase in which a younger passenger might keep a pair of ‘Sketch” athletic socks, two peasant shirts, a hair clip, a pair of underpants, a brochure entitled Tasks of the Komsomol in the Countryside and three squashed eggs. In the corner you would always find a little bundle of dirty linen wrapped in a copy of Economic Life. An older passenger would use this kind of suitcase like this to hold a three piece suit with a separate matching pair of pants made of the checkered material known as ‘Odessa Centennial’, a pair of suspenders on a metal roller, a pair of household slippers with little tongues, a bottle of triple-strength eau de Cologne and a white Marseille blanket. Here too there would be something in the corner wrapped in a copy of Economic Life. But instead of dirty linen it would be a pale, boiled chicken.

Satisfied with his quick once-over, the man in sandals lifted the suitcase and climbed onto a white tropical tramway car that took him across town, to the Eastern Station. Here his actions were exactly the inverse of those he had just completed at the Primorski Station. He checked his suitcase into storage and took a receipt from the mighty baggage attendant.

Having completed these strange contortions, the owner of the suitcase left the station just as the most exemplary civil servants were beginning to appear on the street. He blended into their ragged columns and his outfit lost all of its distinctiveness. The man in sandals was a civil servant, and nearly all the civil servants in Chenomorsk dressed in accordance with the same unwritten fashion: a nightshirt with sleeves rolled up above the elbow, light orphan’s pants, and a pair of those same kind of sandals or canvas slippers. No one wore a hat or a railway cap. Very rarely you might see an officer’s cap; most of the time you would see black curls standing on end, or even more frequently, a sunburned bald head, like a pumpkin in a patch, on which you would be very tempted to write a word of some kind with an indelible pencil.

The office where the man in sandals worked was called the Hercules and was located in a former hotel. A revolving glass door with copper steamboat railings shoved him out into the large pink marble vestibule. 

The information desk was located in the grounded elevator. A laughing female face was already peering out from there. After running a few steps out of sheer momentum, the man stopped in front of an old doorman in a cap with a gold zigzag along its rim, and said in a jaunty voice:

“Well, old man, ready for the crematorium?”

“Oh yes sir,” replied the doorman, smiling joyfully, “Time to go to our Soviet columbarium!”

He even waved his arms. His kind face expressed a complete readiness to give himself over to a fiery burial that very minute.

A crematorium with a chamber for funereal urns – that is, a columbarium – was about to be built in Chernomorsk, and for some reason this innovation on the part of the cemetery subdepartment amused the city’s residents. Perhaps they found the new words—crematorium and columbarium—funny, or perhaps they were especially amused by the very thought that a person could be incinerated, like firewood, but they kept going up to old men and old women in tramways and on the streets and crying “Where are you rushing to, old lady? In a hurry to get to the crematorium?” Or “Let the old man through, he’s ready for the crematorium!” And the strange thing was that the old men and old women really liked the idea of a fiery burial, so that these merry little pranks met with their approval. And any kind of conversations about death, which up to now had been considered uncomfortable and unkind, had become as valued in Chernomorsk as jokes about Jewish and Caucasian life, and aroused a general interest.

Passing the naked marble girl with an electric torch in her upraised arm at the base of the staircase, the civil servant looked with dissatisfaction at a poster that read The Purge of the ‘Hercules’ is Beginning. Down With Cronyism and the Conspiracy of Silence!, and went up to the second floor. He worked in the financial accounting department. Fifteen minutes still remained until the start of the workday, but Saharkov, Dreyfus, Tezoimenitski, Muzykant, Chevazhevskaya, Kukushkind, Borisokhlebski and Lapidus the Younger were already at their places. They were not afraid of the purge at all, not at all, they would often assure one another, yet for some reason in recent days they had started arriving at work as early as they could. Taking advantage of the few minutes of free time they had, they spoke loudly amongst themselves. Their voices rang out in the enormous chamber, which in earlier times had served as the hotel restaurant. There were reminders of this on the carved oak caisson ceiling and on the painted walls, where naiads, dryads and meliæ tumbled with horrifying smiles. 

“Did you hear the news, Koreiko?” Lapidus the Younger asked the man as he walked in. “Don’t tell me you didn’t. Well? You’ll be shocked”

“What news? Good morning, comrades!” said Koreiko. “Good morning, Anna Vasilyevna!”

“You can’t even imagine,” said Lapidus the Younger with satisfaction. “They put Bergala the accountant in the insane asylum.”

“What? Bergala? But he was the sanest man in the world!”

“He was sane until yesterday, but as of today he is the most insane,” said Borisokhlebski, joining the conversation. “That’s a fact. His brother-in-law called me. Bergala has a very serious mental illness, a disorder of the Achilles’ nerve”.

“It’s a wonder that we don’t all have disorders of that nerve” said the aged Kukushkind darkly, looking at his coworkers through nickel-plated oval glasses.

“Stop your crowing” said Chevazhevskaya. “Always having to bring people down.”

“Still, it’s too bad about Berlaga” said Dreyfus, turning to face the group on his adjustable stool.

The group was in silent agreement with Dreyfus. Only Lapidus the Younger smiled mysteriously. The conversation turned to the subject of the behavior of the mentally ill; they talked about maniacs, several anecdotes were recounted about famous insane people.

“I had a crazy uncle once” exclaimed Saharkov. “He thought he was Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, all at the same time! Just try to imagine the racket he made!” 

“It’s a wonder,” said the elderly Kukushkind in a tinvoice, unhurriedly rubbing his glasses with the tail of his jacket. “It’s a wonder that we don’t all imagine ourselves to be Abraham,” - the old man sniffled – “Isaac...”

“And Jacob?” asked Saharkov teasingly.

“Yes! And Jacob!” squeaked Kukushkind suddenly. “And Jacob! Jacob is right! We’re living in such anxious times... Why, when I worked at the Sikomorskii and Cesarevich bank, there were no purges there.”

At the word ‘purge’ Lapidus the younger shuddered, took Koreiko by the arm and led him away to the enormous window with two Gothic knights overlaid in multicolored glass.

“You haven’t heard the most interesting thing about Berlaga yet,” he whispered. “Berlaga is as healthy as a horse.”

“What? You mean he’s not in an insane asylum?”

“Oh no, he’s in an asylum.” Lapidus smiled subtly.“That’s the whole trick: he was just frightened of the purge and decided to sit out the riskiest time. He pretended to be crazy. Now he’s probably chuckling and growling. That sly dogIt’s enough to make you jealous.”

“What’s the matter with him? Maybe his parents were the wrong kind of people? Merchants? Or a foreign element?”

“His parents weren’t quite right and neither is he; between you and me, he used to own a pharmacy. Who could have known there would be a revolution? People made do however they could, some owned pharmacies, some even owned factories. Personally, I don’t see anything wrong with that. Who could have known?”

“They should have known” said Koreiko coldly.

“That’s what I say,” Lapidus seconded quickly. “There’s no place for that kind in a Soviet office.”

And looking wide-eyed at Koreiko he went off to his desk.

The room had already filled with civil servants; elastic metal rulers were taken out of boxes, flashing with a herring-colored silver light, abacuses with boxwood beads, fat books ruled with pink and blue lines, and a multitude of other light and heavy bookkeeping equipment. Tezomenitski ripped yesterday’s square from the calendar - the new day had begun, and one of the civil servants was already sinking his young teeth into a long lamb-pate sandwich.

Koreiko too sat at his place. Resting his tanned elbows on the desk, he started making notes in the current accounts book.

Alexander Ivanovich Koreiko, one of the inconsequential civil servants of the “Hercules”, was a man suffering the very last pangs of youth - he was thirty eight years old. A pair of yellow wheaten eyebrows and white eyes sat on his waxy red face. His English moustache was also similar in color to ripe grain. His face would have seemed completely young if not for the thick corporal’s wrinkles running across his cheeks and neck. At work, Alexander Ivanovich behaved himself like a career soldier: he didn’t reason, he was hard-working, productive, ingratiating and somewhat dim-witted.

“He seems somehow timid” the head of the Finance Department would say about him. “There’s something too downtrodden about him, a little too subordinate. As soon as they announce a subscription to a state loan he’s there with his monthly salary. He signs up first - and the whole salary - forty six rubles. I’d like to know how he manages to live on that kind of money...”

Alexander Ivanovich had an amazing ability. He could instantly multiply and divide large three- and four-digit numbers in his head. But this did not free Koreiko from his reputation as a rather dull-witted guy. 

“Listen, Alexander Ivanovich” - his neighbor would ask. “How much is eight hundred thirty six times four hundred twenty three?”

“Three hundred fifty three thousand six hundred twenty-eight,” Koreiko would

reply, after the tiniest moment ofhesitation.

And the neighbor wouldn’t check the result of the multiplication, since he knew that the dull-witted Koreiko never made a mistake.

“In his place another guy would make a career of it” said Saharkov, Dreyfus, Tezoimenitski, Muzykant, Chevazhevskaya, Borisokhlebski, Lapidus the Younger, the old fool Kukushkind, and even the accountant who had escaped to an insane asylum, Berlaga. “But this one - nada! He’ll earn forty six rubles his whole life”.

And of course Alexander Ivanovich’s coworkers, and even the head of the Finance Department himself, comrade Arnikov, and not only he, but even Serna Mikhailovna, the personal secretary of the head of all of Hercules, comrade Polyhaev - in a word, all of them would have been extremely surprised to find out that Alexander Ivanovich Koreiko, the most sedate of accountants, had only an hour before for some reason lugged a suitcase from one train station to another that contained not “Odessa Centennial” pants, not a pale chicken, not some kind of Tasks for the Komsomol in the Countryside, but ten million rubles in Soviet paper securities and foreign currency.

In 1915, the bourgeois Sasha Koreiko was a twenty three year old layabout of the kind who are in all justice called retired students. He had not graduated from a real institution of learning, he had not taken up any business, he wandered down boulevards and supplemented his diet by eating at his parents’. He was saved from military service by his uncle, a filing clerk for a military commander, and for that reason he could listen to the cries of the half-crazed newspaper vendor without fear:

“Latest telegrams! Our boys are attacking! Praise God! Many killed and wounded! Praise God!”

At that time Sasha Koreiko imagined the future like this: he would be walking along the street - and suddenly at the rainspout, sprinkled with zinc stars, that ran under the wall he would find a dark red leather wallet that creaked like a saddle. In the wallet would be a large sum of money, two thousand five hundred rubles... And from then on everything would be absolutely wonderful.

He so often imagined himself finding this money that he even knew exactly where it would happen. On Victory at Poltava street, in a paved corner formed by the outcropping of a building, next to the starry rain gutter. There it would be lying, the leather wallet, partially covered by dry acacia flowers, right next to a squashed cigarette butt. Sasha would go to Victory at Poltava Street every day, but, to his great astonishment, there was no wallet. He would rifle through trash with his gymnasium student’s riding crop and look dully at the enameled sign hanging from the gate—“Yu. M. Soloveiski, Tax Inspector”. And then Sasha would stagger home, throw himself on the red velvet sofa and dream about wealth, deafened by his pulse and the beating of his own heart. His pulse was weak, impatient, and angry.

The revolution of 1917 chased Koreiko off of his velvet sofa. He understood that this was his chance to become the happy heir to unknown rich people. He could sense that a great amount of unsupervised gold was there to be found across the entire country, valuables, gorgeous furniture, paintings and carpets, fur coats and plate. The important thing was to grab this wealth as quickly as possible, without missing a minute.

But back then he was still young and stupid. He took over a large apartment, whose owner had wisely departed on a French steamship to Constantinople, and lived there openly. For a whole week he grew into the departed merchant’s foreign wealthy lifestyle, washed down his ration of herring with muscat wine he found in the pantry, took various trinkets down to the bazaar and was more than a little surprised when they arrested him.

He left jail after serving five months. He did not give up his idea of becoming rich, but it was clear to him now that thiswould require secrecy, darkness and that it had to be done step by step. It was necessary to put on some kind of protective skin, and this came to Alexander Ivanovich in the form of high orange boots, cuffless short pants and a produce supply worker’s long military coat.

During that restless time everything made by human hands performed worse than it had before. Buildings no longer protected from the cold, food didn’t fill you up, electricity would only come on if there had been a big roundup of bandits and deserters, the water pipes only supplied water to the ground floor, and the tramways didn’t work at all. All the forces of nature had become malicious and dangerous: the winters were colder than they had been, the wind blew stronger, and a cold that used to send a person to bed for three days now took those same three days to kill him. Young people with no discernible occupation wandered the streets in groups, singing carefree songs about money that had lost its value:

“I run down to the cafeteria, Not a kopek to my name, Can you break ten million fooor mee”

Alexander Ivanovich watched anxiously as the money that he amassed with such great slyness turned to nothing.

Typhus was killing people off by the thousands. Sasha trafficked in medicine he had stolen from a warehouse. He earned five hundred million on typhus, but a month later inflation had turned that into five million. He earned a billion on sugar. Inflation turned that money to dust.

One of his most successful bits of business during that time had been stealing a running supply train headed for the Volga. Koreiko was in charge of the train. The train left Poltava headed for Samara, but it never reached Samara, and it didn’t return to Poltava. It disappeared without a trace along the way. And Alexander Ivanovich disappeared along with it.

Chapter 5. The Underground Kingdom

The orange boots resurfaced in Moscow towards the end of 1922. Over the boots reigned a greenish coat lined with golden fox fur. A raised lambskin collar, its inside surface looking like a quilted blanket, defended the young man’s face and Sebastopol sideburns from the cold. A beautiful curly fur hat sat on Alexander Ivanovich’s head.

By this time new motorcars with crystal headlights had started running in Moscow, and parvenus wearing sealskin caps and fur coats lined in ‘lyre’ brand patterned fur were walking the streets. Pointed Gothic boots and briefcases with suitcase straps and handles were coming in fashion. The word ‘citizen’ was starting to squeeze out the customary ‘comrade’, and a certain group of young people, quick to realize what the joys of life were all about, had already started dancing the Dixie one-step and even the “Sunshine Flower” foxtrot in restaurants. The air was thick with the cries of riders, while in the large Foreign Ministry building Zhurkevich the tailor worked day and night stitching dress coats for Soviet diplomats headed abroad.

Alexander Ivanovich noted with amazement that his outfit, considered a badge of manliness and wealth in the countryside, came across in Moscow as a relic of the past, and cast an uncomfortable shadow on its owner.

Two months later, a new firm under the banner Revanche Industrial Chemical Workshop opened on Sretenski Boulevard. The workshop had two rooms. A portrait of the foundation-layer of socialism - Friedrich Engels — hung in the front room, and under the portrait sat Koreiko himself, smiling innocently in a grey English suit punctured with red silk thread. The orange boots and thick sideburns were gone. Alexander Ivanovich’s cheeks were closely shaven. 

The manufacturing plant was in the back room. It consisted of manometers, graduated cylinders and a pair of oak barrels, one on the floor and the other in the mezzanine. A thin enema tube linked the barrels, the liquid flowing through with a businesslike tinkling sound. Whenever all the liquid had drained from the upper container into the lower one, a little boy in felt boots would appear in the manufacturing room. Sighing in a very un-childlike way, he would draw the liquid from the lower barrel with a bucket, haul it up to the mezzanine and pour it into the upper barrel. Upon completing this intricate manufacturing process, the boy would go warm himself in the front office, and the splashing sound from the enema tube would be heard once again: the liquid completing its habitual journey from the upper to the lower reservoir.

Alexander Ivanovich himself didn’t exactly know what kind of chemicals the Revanche workshop produced. Chemicals weren’t his business. His work day was difficult enough without them. He would go from bank to bank, trying to secure loans with which to expand production. He would go to trusts, where he signed contracts for the delivery of chemical products and was given raw materials at fixed prices. He was also given the loans. A great deal of his time was taken up reselling these raw materials to state-owned factories at a tenfold markup, while his foreign currency dealings on the black market at the base of the monument to Plevna heroes swallowed up a great deal of his energy.

After a year had gone by, the banks and trusts became desirous to learn whether their financial and material help had had a beneficial effect on the development of the Revanche industrial workshop, and whether the friendly entrepreneur need footnote might need their assistance in some other undertaking. A commission, draped in learned beards, arrived at the Revanche workshop in three carriages. The commission representative spent a long time staring into Engels’ indifferent face in the empty front room, knocking on the pine counter with his cane as he called for the leader and his employees. At last the door to the manufacturing room opened and before the eyes of the commission stood a crying boy with a bucket in his hand.

A conversation with the young representative of the Revanche revealed that production was going at full tilt, and that the owner had not shown up for a week. The commission did not stay long in the manufacturing room. The liquid that tinkled so busily down the enema tube turned out to bear an uncanny resemblance in color, taste and chemical composition to ordinary water, which is what it was. Having established this incredible fact, the commission chairman said “Hmm” and looked at the other commission members, who also said “Hmm”. Then the commission chairman peered at the boy and said, with an awful smile:

“How old are you, little man?”

“I’m twelve,” said the boy. And then he started to cry so hard that the members of the commission knocked into one another in their hurry to run out into the street, where they piled into their carriages and drove off in complete embarrassment. As for the Revanche workshop, all of its operations were entered into the bank and trust ledgers under the heading “accounts of revenue and losses”, and more specifically in that section of the ledgers that never even mentions revenue, but is dedicated entirely to losses.

On the very day that the commission was conducting its weighty chat with the boy in the Revanche front room, Alexander Ivanovich Koreiko got out of the sleeping car of an express overnight train in a small grape-growing republic three thousand kilometers from Moscow.

He opened the window of his hotel room and saw a little town in an oasis, with a bamboo aqueduct, a shabby clay fort, a town walled off from the sands with lindens and filled with an Asiatic hum.

The next day he learned that the republic had begun building an electric power station. He also discovered that there was a chronic shortage of funds and that the construction project on which the future of the republic depended might well be halted.

And so the friendly entrepreneur decided to help the republic. Once again he sank into his orange boots, put on a Turkmen cap, grabbed his rotund briefcase and went to see the construction manager.

He didn’t get an especially warm welcome, but he conducted himself with the utmost dignity, asked nothing for himself and kept insisting on the fact that electrification of the distant provinces was an idea extremely dear to his heart.

“Your construction site lacks funding,” he said. “I will obtain it.”

And he proposed that the construction site should set up a for-profit subsidiary enterprise.

“What could be simpler! We will sell postcards showing views of the construction site, and this will bring in the means that the construction site is so sorely lacking. Remember: you won’t have to give anything, you will only receive.”

Alexander Ivanovich chopped at the air decisively with his hand, his words sounded convincing, the project was sure and profitable. Koreiko signed a contract giving him a quarter of all profits from the postcard business and set to work.

To begin with, he needed operating funds. These had to be taken from the money set aside for building the power station – there was no other money in the republic. 

“Don’t worry” he comforted the builders. “Remember: from this moment on, you will only receive.”

Alexander Ivanovich rode out on horseback to inspect the canyon, where the concrete parallelipipeds of the future station were already rising up. In one glance he appraised the aesthetic beauty of the porphyrite cliffs. Photographers rode into the canyon behind him on the Lineika. They surrounded the building site with their many-jointed, naked-looking tripods, hid under their black curtains and spent a long time snapping their shutters. After everything had been photographed, one of the photographers lowered his curtain and said with consideration:

“It would be better, of course, to build the station further to the left, in front of those monastery ruins, it’s much prettier over there”

It was decided that a dedicated print shop should be built as quickly as possible to print the postcards. Once again, the money for this was taken from the construction funds, and some of the work being done on the electrical station had to be suspended. But everyone took comfort in the fact that the profits from the new undertaking would allow them to make up for lost time.

The print shop was built in the same canyon, across from the power station. Soon, the concrete parallelipipeds of the print shop began to appear not far from the parallelipeds of the power station. As time went on, barrels of cement, iron bars, bricks and gravel gradually migrated from one end of the canyon to the other. Finally the workers themselves made the easy move across the canyon - the new construction site was offering better wages.

Six months later, distribution agents in striped pants appeared at every railroad station. They were selling postcards that showed a grandiose construction project taking place amidst the cliffs of a grape-growing republic. In every summer garden, theater, cinema, steamship and resort, curly-haired beauties spun the glass-walled drums of a charitable lottery. There were no losers in this lottery - every winner received a postcard with a view of the electrical canyon.

Koreiko’s words had come true – income was streaming in from all directions. But Alexander Ivanovich would not let it out of his hands. He took the quarter that was due him by contract, took another quarter based on the fact that he had not yet received a full accounting from all his teams out in the field, and used the remaining funds to expand the charitable organization.

“I have to be a good steward,” he said quietly, “First we need to put the business on a sound footing; then we’ll start to see genuine income.”

By that point a “Marion” steam shovel taken from the electrical station had already started digging a deep foundation for a new printing division. Work on the power station had stopped. The construction site had been abandoned. The only people who wandered there were the photographers, their black curtains flapping.

Business was booming, and Alexander Ivanovich, his honest Soviet smile never leaving his face, began printing postcards with pictures of film actors.

As it happens, one night a fully empowered investigating commission arrived in the rickety car. Alexander Ivanovich did not tarry; he cast a farewell eye over the cracked foundations of the electrical station, over the grandiose light-filled building of its subordinate enterprise, and skipped town.

“Hmm!” said the chairman, poking among the cracks of the foundation with his cane. “Where is the electrical plant?”

He looked at the members of the commission, who also said “Hmm!” The electrical plant did not exist.

However, the commission saw that work going full tilt in the print shop. Its lilac-colored lamps shone brightly, and the flat printing presses were busily clapping their wings. Three of them were spitting out monochrome pictures of the canyon, while out of a fourth, multicolored press, like cards out of a card sharp’s sleeve, there flew postcards of Douglas Fairbanks with a black half-mask over his fat samovar face, the charming Lia de Putti and the famous little bug-eyed man known as Monty Banks.

Show trials continued under the open sky in the canyon long after this memorable evening had passed. Alexander Ivanovich, meanwhile, had increased his capital by half a million rubles.

His weak, angry pulse pounded along like before. He felt that this moment, just when the old ownership system had perished and the new one was only starting to come to life, was the moment to amass a great fortune. But he already knew that it would be unthinkable to struggle openly to enrich himself in a Soviet country. And he smiled blissfully as he looked at the lonely NEP-men, rotting under their signs:

Trade in Combed Woolen Goods, B. A. Leibedev
Brocade and Ceremonial Vessels For Clubs and Churches,

or

H. Robinson and M. Friday Sweet Shop
The financial underpinnings of Leibedev, Friday, and the owners of the Ringing Tambourine musical workshop were groaning under the squeeze of the national press. [needs footnote]
Koreiko understood that only underground trade, rooted in the strictest secrecy, would be possible now. Any crisis that shook the young society would work to his benefit; anything that caused the State loss would bring him gain. He dealt in baked goods, cloth, sugar, textiles - everything. And he was alone, completely alone with his millions. Various go-betweens, big and small, worked in various corners of our country, but they did not know whom they were serving. Koreiko acted only through front people. And only he knew the number of links in the chain that brought him his money.

At exactly twelve o’clock, Alexander Ivanovich pushed aside his current accounts book and sat down to lunch. He took a peeled raw turnip out of his lunchbox and ate it, staring intently ahead. Then he swallowed a cold soft-boiled egg. Cold soft-boiled eggs are a very bad tasting food, and a good, happy person would never eat them. But Alexander Ivanovich did not eat; he took nourishment. Rather than have his lunch, he performed the physiological process of introducing the necessary quantities of fats, carbohydrates and vitamins into his body.

The other Herculeans would crown their lunch with a glass of tea. But Alexander Ivanovich drank a glass of hot water through a lump of sugar instead. Tea stimulated excessive cardiac activity, and Koreiko’s health was dear to him.

This possessor of ten million rubles was like a boxer carefully preparing for his triumph. He puts himself on a special diet, does not drink or smoke, tries to avoid excessive stimulation, trains and goes to sleep early, so that when the designated day arrives he can jump out into the shining ring as a happy winner. Alexander Ivanovich wanted to be young and fresh on the day that everything went back how it used to be, when he would be able to emerge from underground and open his plain old suitcase without fear. Koreiko did not doubt for a minute that the old order would come back. He was saving himself for capitalism.

And in order that no one might guess his second, principal life, Koreiko led a petty existence, staying within the confines of the forty-six ruble salary he received for his low and dull work in the financial section, painted with menads, dryads and naiads.

A pillbox-shaped embroidered hat traditionally worn by men in central asia

Lya de Putti. 1896- Hungarian-born star of German silent films. 

Monty Banks, born Mario Striacchi. 1897-1950. Comedian and film director.

Chapter 6. The Gnu-Antelope

The green box with the four swindlers in it bunny-hopped down the smoky road. 

The car was subject to the influence of the same natural forces that a swimmer feels when swimming in stormy weather. It might suddenly get knocked off course by an onrushing bump, sucked into a pothole, or thrown from side to side and choked with red sunset dust. 

“Listen, student,” said Ostap to the new passenger, who had already recovered from his recent shock and was sitting without a care next to the commander. “How was it that you dared violate the Sukharev convention, that respected pact which has been ratified by the tribunal of the League of Nations?”

Panikovski pretended not to hear, and even turned away.

“All in all, you play dirty,” continued Ostap, “Just now we witnessed a disgusting scene. You were being chased by Arbatov residents from whom you had stolen a goose.”

“Pitiful, worthless people!” muttered Panikovski angrily. 

“See!” said Ostap, “And obviously you consider yourself to be a great philanthropist doctor? A gentleman? Well, consider this: if you, as a true gentleman, ever got a notion to make a note on your cuffs, you’d have to do it in chalk.”

“How come?” said the new passenger in an irritated voice.

“Because yours are completely black. Don’t tell me that's not dirt.”

“You are a pitiful, worthless person!” said Panikovski quickly. 

“You’re saying this to me, your savior?” Ostap asked mildly. “Adam Kazimirovich, stop the car for a moment. Thank you. Shura, my dear, please restore the status quo.” 

Balaganov did not understand what ‘status quo’ meant. But he took his cue from the tone in which these words were pronounced. Smiling wickledy, he grabbed Panikovski under the arms, lifted him out of the car, and planted him on the road.

“Go back to Arbatov, student,” said Ostap aloofly. “The owners of that goose are waiting impatiently for your return. As for us, we have no need for rude people. We ourselves are rude people. Drive on.”

“I won't do it again!” begged Panikovski. “I’m high-strung!”

“Get on your knees,” said Ostap. Panikovski dropped to his knees as if his legs had been cut out from under him.

“Excellent!” said Ostap. “Your pose pleases me. You are conditionally accepted until the first time you break discipline. You will also take on the responsibility of being everyone’s servant.”

The ‘Gnu-Antelope’ accepted the reconciled boor back on board and rode on, rocking like a funeral cart.

Half an hour later, the car turned onto the wide Novozaitsevski road and without slowing down entered a village. A crowd had gathered near a log building with a knotty and crooked radio antenna growing from its roof. A beardless man stepped decisively forward out of the crowd. He held a sheet of paper in his hand.

“Comrades,” he cried angrily, “I am declaring this triumphal rally in session! Please allow me, comrades, to consider this applause…” He had clearly prepared a speech and was already looking down at his paper, but on noticing that the car was not going to stop, he decided to be brief.

“Everyone join the auto club!” he said hurriedly, looking at Ostap, who had drawn even him. “We must establish the serial production of Soviet automobiles. The iron steed is coming to relieve the peasant's horse.” 

And calling now after the automobile, over the irritating hum of the crowd, he laid forth his last slogan:

“The automobile is not a luxury, but a means of transport!”

All the passengers of the Antelope except for Ostap were somewhat troubled by this triumphal welcome. They squirmed in the car like sparrows in a nest, understanding nothing. Panikovski, who was not at all fond of large groups of honest people assembled in one place, squatted down in alarm, so that all the inhabitants could see was the dirty straw lid of his hat. But Ostap was not fazed. He took off his white-topped cap and returned the welcome by proudly inclining his head first to the right, then to the left.

“Continue improving your roads!” he yelled by way of farewell. “Merci for your welcome!”

And once again the car found itself on a white road slicing through a large, quiet field.

“They're not going to come after us?” asked Panikovski, worried. “Why was there a crowd? What happened?”

“Those people had just never seen an automobile before,” said Balaganov.

“The exchange of first impressions continues,” remarked Bender. “Let’s hear from the driver. Your opinion, Adam Kazimirovich?” 

The driver thought for a while, used loud profanity to scare off a dog that had foolishly run out into the road, and then expressed the opinion that the crowd had gathered for a church holiday.

“Those kinds of holidays happen often in the countryside,” the driver of the Antelope explained.

“Yes,” Ostap said, “I can clearly see now that I have fallen into the society of uncultured people — barefoot people lacking higher education. Ah, children, dear children of Lieutenant Schmidt, why don’t you read the newspapers? It is necessary to read them. Very often they sow wisdom, goodness, and the eternal.”

Ostap took an issue of Izvestiya out of his pocket and in a loud voice read to the passengers of the Antelope a notice about an automobile race along from Moscow to Khar’kov and back.

“Now” he said with satisfaction, “We find ourselves on the route of that auto race, something like a hundred and fifty kilometers in advance of the lead car. I wager that you have already guessed what I have in mind?”

The lower functionaries of the Antelope remained silent. Panikovski unbuttoned his coat and scratched the bare chest under his dirty silk tie.

“You mean to say you don’t understand? Clearly sometimes even reading newspapers doesn't help. Fine, then, I’ll express myself in more detail, although that is not the way I believe in doing things. First: those villagers welcomed the Antelope because they thought it was the lead car in the auto rally. Second: we will not reject this role, quite the opposite — we will ask every official organ and person along the way to show us the necessary cooperation, insisting on the fact that we are the lead car. Third… but, I think two points are enough for you. It’s absolutely clear that we will remain ahead of the auto rally for some time, skimming the foam, the cream and other similar floating material from atop this highly cultured endeavor.”

The Great Combinator’s speech had a tremendous effect. Kozlevich cast a devoted glance at the commander. Balaganov rubbed his red curls with his hands and brimmed over with laughter. Panikovski, with a foretaste of safe gain, yelled ‘Hurrah!’.

“That’s enough emotion,” said Ostap. “In view of the falling darkness, I am declaring the evening in session. Stop the car!”

The car stopped, and the tired motorists stepped out onto the ground. Grasshoppers could be heard forging their little piece of happiness in the rustling corn. The passengers were already sitting in a circle by the edge road, but the old Antelope still bubbled away: once in a while the chassis would snap of its own accord, and from time to time a brief clattering sound would come from inside the motor.

The inexperienced Panikovski built such a huge fire that it looked like an entire village was burning. The wheezing flames leapt around in all directions. While the travelers battled the fiery column, Panikovski ran hunched off into the field and returned holding a warm, crooked cucumber in his hand. Ostap quickly yanked it out of Panikovski’s grasp, saying:

“Don’t worship your belly.”

And then he ate the cucumber himself. They dined on a sausage the practical-minded Kozlevich had brought from home and fell asleep under the stars.

“Well,” said Ostap to Kozlevich at dawn, “Do whatever you need to do to get ready. The kind of day we're about to have your mechanical tub has never seen before and will never see again.”

Balaganov grabbed a cylindrical bucket marked Arbatov Maternity Hospital and ran down to the river to get water.

Adam Kazimirovich raised the hood of his car, lowered his hands into the motor and began to dig around in its copper innards, whistling.

Panikovski leaned back against the wheel of the car and, growing dour, gazed unblinking at the cranberry-colored segment of the Sun that was appearing over the horizon. Panikovski’s wrinkled face was littered with a multitude of old man’s trifles: little bags, pulsating veins, and strawberry-colored patches of flushed skin. It was the kind of face you expect to find on people who have led a long decent life, whose children are grown, who drink “Zheludin” brand health coffee in the morning and write in to their workplace wall gazette under the pseudonym “Antichrist”.

“Should I tell you how you will die, Panikovski?” asked Ostap unexpectedly. The old man started and turned around.

“This is how you will die: One day, as you're coming back to your empty, cold hotel room at the Hotel Marseille (this will be in some provincial town where your vocation takes you), you will start to feel unwell. You'll lose the use of one leg. Hungry and unshaven, you will lie on a wooden couch, and no one will come to see you. No one will have pity on you, Panikovski. You were too parsimonious to father any children, and you left all your wives. You will suffer for an entire week. Your death throes will be horrible. You will lie dying for a long time, and everyone will get tired of it. Before you are even dead, the bureaucrat in charge of the hotel will have already sent an application to the division of the communal government regarding the disbursal of a free coffin to — what is your name and patronymic?”

“Mikhail Samuelevich,” replied the stricken Panikovski.

“— regarding the disbursal of a free coffin to citizen M. S. Panikovski. There’s no need for tears, by the way, you still have a year or two left in you. Now back to business. We need to work on the cultural activism aspect of our procession.”

Ostap took his doctor’s travelling bag out of the automobile and lay it on the grass.

“My right hand,” said the Great Combinator, patting the fat sausage-like side of the travel bag. “Here is everything that could ever come in useful to an elegant citizen of my age and stature.”

Bender crouched over the little suitcase like a bearded Chinese magician crouches over his magic sack, and began taking various items out one after the other. First he took out a red armband with “Supervisor” sewn on it in gold. Then there appeared on the grass a policeman’s cap bearing the Kiev city crest, four decks of cards with identical backs and a pack of documents with round lilac stamps.

The whole crew of the Gnu-Antelope looked at the travel bag with respect. New objects continued emerging from inside it.

“You are fops,” said Ostap, “Of course you will never understand that an honest Soviet wandering pilgrim like me can’t get by without a lab coat.”

In addition to the frock, the travel bag also contained a stethoscope.

“I am not a surgeon,” noted Ostap, “I am a neuropathologist, I am a psychiatrist. I study the souls of my patients. And for some reason the souls I have to deal are always very stupid.”

After this were dragged out into the light an alphabet book for the deaf and dumb, some charity postcards, an enamel badge and a poster with a portrait of Bender himself wearing Turkish pants and a turban. The poster read:

The Seer Has Arrived
(the famous Bombay Yogi and Brahmin), son of Krepysh

Rabindranat Tagore's favorite, IOKANAAN MARUSIDZE

(a distinguished artist of the Soviet republics). Performances based on Sherlock Holmes. Indian fakir. The invisible chicken. Candles from Atlantis. The Devil’s Tent. The Prophet Samuel will answer questions from the public. Materialization of ghosts and distribution of elephants. Admission: 50 kopeks — 2 rubles.

After the poster appeared a dirty turban that looked like it had been heavily handled.

“I very rarely make use of this game,” said Ostap. “With the seer I can mainly snag such leading figures as railroad club directors. The work is easy but unpleasant. Personally, I find being Rabindranat Tagore’s favorite objectionable. And they always ask the prophet Samuel the same questions: “Why is there no butter for sale?”, or “Are you a Jew?” 

At last Ostap found what he was looking for: an enameled tin box with porcelain tubs of watercolor paint and two brushes.

“The car at the head of the auto rally should be decorated with at least one slogan,” said Ostap.

And on a long strip of coarse yellowish cotton fabric pulled out of that same traveling bag, he drew a brown inscription in large block letters:

“AUTO RALLY AGAINST ROADLESSNESS AND BUMBLING”

They attached the banner over the car on two long wooden poles. As soon as the car started to move, the banner filled with wind and took on such a dashing look that there could be no further doubt about the need to use the auto rally to strike hard against roadlessness, bumbling, and maybe even bureaucratism. The passengers of the Antelope assumed a dignified air. Balaganov took a cap he had been lugging in his pocket and pulled it over his red head. Panikovski turned his cuffs inside out and let them protrude two centimeters out from under his sleeves. Kozlevich was more worried about the car than about himself. He had washed it with water before they left, and the sun frolicked over the Antelope’s uneven sides. The commander himself was squinting happily and teasing his fellow travelers.

“Village off the port bow!” yelled Balaganov, making a telescope out of his hand. “Are we going to stop?”

“There are five first-rate cars driving behind us,” said Ostap, “An encounter with them does not enter into our plans. We need to skim off the cream as fast as we can. For that reason I am designating our stop in the city of Udoev. The drum of fuel should be waiting for us there, by the way. Step on it, Kazimirovich.”

“Should we return their welcome?” asked Balaganov worriedly.

“Respond by bowing and smiling. Please do not open your mouths. Otherwise the devil knows what might come out of them.”

The village welcomed the lead car warmly. But the usual hospitality took on a decidedly peculiar cast here. The inhabitants of the village had clearly been notified that someone would be driving through, but just who would be driving through, and with what purpose, they had no idea. So they had dragged out every motto and saying prepared over the past several years, just in case. Schoolboys holding old-fashioned posters in various sizes lined the street: “Welcome to the Time League and its Founder, Dear Comrade Kerzhentsev!”. “We are Not Afraid Of the Bourgeois Bell, We Will Reply To Curzon’s Ultimatum!”, “Don’t let our children fade away / Organize a pre-school today”

Apart from that there was a multitude of posters predominantly in Old Church Slavonic lettering, all bearing one and the same greeting: “Welcome!”

All of this flashed by the travelers quickly. This time around they confidently waved their hats. Panikovski could not hold back and, heedless of the prohibition, jumped up and yelled some kind of inarticulate, politically illiterate greeting. But no one could make out what he said over the noise of the motor and the yelling of the crowd.

“Hip, hip, hooray!” cried Ostap. Kozlevich opened the throttle, and the car let out a stream of blue smoke, making the dogs who were running after the car sneeze.

“How are we on gas?” asked Ostap. “Will we make it to Udoev? We only have thirty kilometers left to go. And when we get there we’ll take everything they've got.”

“It should be enough,” said Kozlevich doubtfully.

“Keep in mind,” said Ostap, looking sternly at his troops, “I will not allow any marauding. There will be no infringements of the law. I will lead the parade.” Panikovski and Balaganov grew embarrassed.

“The people of Udoev will give us everything we need of their own accord, as you’re about to see. Prepare a place for the bread and salt.

The Antelope took an hour and a half to cover the last thirty kilometers. Kozlevich sweated a great deal over the last kilometer, pressing the gas pedal and shaking his head mournfully. But neither his efforts or Balaganov's cries and urgings could help in the least. The spectacular finish that Adam Kazimirovich had envisioned failed for lack of gasoline. The car came to a shameful stop in the middle of the road, a hundred meters short of the reviewing stand draped in pine garlands that had been set up in honor of the brave motorists. 

The gathered crowd ran to meet the “Loren-Dietrich” with loud cries as it emerged from the mists of time. Instantly the thorns of fame sank into the travelers' noble foreheads. They were rudely pulled from the car and tossed in the air with such ferocity as if they were drowned men who had to be resuscitated at any price.

Kozlevich stayed with the car while the others were taken to the reviewing stand, where a quick three-hour ceremony had been scheduled. A young man who looked like a chauffeur squeezed through to Ostap and asked:

“What happened to the other cars?”

“They fell behind,” replied Ostap indifferently. “Punctures, fractures, popular enthusiasm. All of that can hold you back.”

“Are you riding in the commander’s car?” the driving fan persisted. “Is Kleptunov with you?”

“I took Kleptunov out of the rally” said Ostap irritatedly.

“What about Professor Pesochnikov? Is he in the Packard?”

“Yes, the Packard.”

“What about the writer Vera Cruz?” inquired the half-driver. “I’d like to take a look at her. At her and Comrade Nezhinski. Is he with you too?”

“You know,” said Ostap, “I am exhausted from the run.”

“Are you in the Studebaker?”

“You can consider our car a Studebaker,” said Ostap maliciously, “But up to now we've been calling it a Loren-Dietrich. Are you satisfied?” But the driving fan was not satisfied.

“Please,” he cried with youthful importunity, “In all these years I have yet to see a Loren-Dietrich! I read in the paper that there would be two Packards, two Fiats and one Studebaker.”

“You can go straight to hell with your Studebaker!” roared Ostap. “Who is Studebaker? Is he a relative of yours, Studebaker? Is your daddy’s name Studebaker? Why are you pestering me? I'm telling you in plain Russian that the Studebaker was replaced at the last minute by a Loren-Dietrich, but you keep droning on! Studebaker!”

Ostap was still waving his arms and muttering long after the young man had been shooed off by the rally organizers.

“Experts! Such experts should be killed! He wants a Studebaker!”

In his welcoming speech, the chairman of the auto rally greeting commission got drawn into such a long chain of incidental remarks that it took him more than half an hour to scramble back up out of them. The rally commander spent this time filled with anxiety. From the top of the reviewing stand he could follow the suspicious activities of Balaganov and Panikovski, who were moving around the grounds with a little too much liveliness. Bender fixed them with a horrible stare and in the end was able to to root Lieutenant Schmidt’s sons to the spot with his signaling.

“I am very happy, comrades,” proclaimed Ostap in his acknowledging speech, “to disturb the patriarchal quiet of the town of Udoev with the horn of my automobile. An automobile, comrades, is not a luxury, but a means of transport. The iron steed is coming to relieve the peasant’s horse. We will establish mass production of Soviet automobiles. We will rally with our automobiles against roadlessness and bumbling. That is all, comrades. After first having something to eat, we will continue on our long journey.”

While the crowd, gathered motionless around the reviewing stand, attended to the commander’s words, Kozlevich undertook a flurry of activity. He filled the tank with gas, which as Ostap had promised turned out to be of the highest grade, boldly seized three large fuel cans as an extra supply, changed the inner tubes and treads on all four wheels, and seized a pump and even a jack. In doing so he completely exhausted both the basic and the operational reserves of the Udoev division of the Auto Club. 

There were enough supplies now to get to Chernomorsk. There wasn't, it's true, any money. But that did not bother the commander. The travelers had a magnificent dinner in Udoev.

“There's no need to worry about pocket money,” said Ostap, “Money is lying in the road, and we can pick it up as needed.”

Between old Udoev, founded in 794, and Chernomorsk, founded in 1794, there lay a thousand years and a thousand kilometers of dirt and asphalt roads.

Over the course of that thousand years, a multitude of figures had appeared on the main Udoev-Black Sea road.

Traveling salesmen carrying goods from Byzantine merchant companies had moved along it. The bandit Nightingale, a rough man in an Astrakhan hat, came out from the buzzing forest to meet them. He took the goods and executed the salesmen. Conquerors and their legions had wandered down this road, peasants had ridden along it, singing pilgrims had slogged by.

Life in the country changed with every passing century. Clothing changed, weapons became more modern, potato rebellions were suppressed. People learned to shave their beards. The first hot air balloon took flight. Those iron twins — the steamship and the steam locomotive — were built. Automobiles started honking.

But the road remained as it had been back in the time of Nightingale the Bandit.

Humpbacked, covered with volcanic dirt or powdered over with dust as poisonous as insecticidal powder, this domestic road extended past villages, towns, factories and kolkhozes like a six hundred mile long trap. The skeletons of carriages and spent, dying automobiles lay in the yellowing burnt grass along its edges.

An emigrant driven half-mad by selling newspapers in the asphalt fields of Paris might reminisce about a Russian hamlet with the all the charming detail of a native landscape: the moon shining reflected in a puddle, crickets chirping loudly, the ringing of an empty bucket tied to a peasant’s cart.

But the moonlight has already been given another assignment. The moon will be perfectly capable of shining on asphalt highways. Automobile sirens and klaxons will replace the symphonic ring of the peasant’s bucket. And there will be special nature reserves set up for listening to crickets; they will set up bleachers there, and after hearing a grey-haired cricketologist give an introductory speech, citizens will be able to listen to these beloved insects sing to their hearts’ content.

Chapter 7. The Sweet Yoke of Fame

The rally commander, car driver, trip mechanic and general-purpose servant were all feeling wonderful.

It was a cool morning. A pale sun was wandering around in the pearl sky. Little bird rabble in the grass were squawking.

The roadside birds called “little shepherds” were crossing the road right under the very wheels of the automobile. Such vivacious odors poured forth from the steppe horizons [...snip...] 

But Ostap and his fellow travelers were far removed from any poetic undertakings. They had now been racing ahead of the auto rally for an entire day and night. They had been welcomed with music and speeches. Children had beaten their drums for them. Adults had fed them dinners and suppers, supplied them with pre-prepared auto parts, and in one settlement had even lifted up bread and salt on a hewn oak slab covered in a towel embroidered with little crosses 1. The bread and salt lay on the bottom of the car, between Panikovski’s feet. He had kept pinching pieces off of the loaf until he finally made a little mousehole in it. After this the fastidious Ostap threw the bread and salt out into the road. The crew of the Antelope had spent the night in a little village surrounded by the attentions of the village workers’ collective. They had taken away a large jug of baked milk and the sweet memory of the cologne-like smell of the hay where they had slept.

“Milk and hay,” said Ostap at sunrise, as the Antelope was leaving the village. “What could be better? You always think to yourself: ‘I can do this again. There will still be a lot more milk and hay in my life’. But the truth is, you will never have it again. So be aware: this was the best night of our lives, my unfortunate friends. And you didn't even notice it.”

Bender’s fellow travelers looked at him with respect. They were in ecstasy at the easy life opening before them.

“It’s good to be alive!” said Balaganov. “Here we are, we’re riding along, we’re well-fed. Maybe happiness is waiting for us…”.

“Are you firmly convinced of that?” asked Ostap. “Happiness is waiting for you by the side of the road? Maybe she's even flapping her little wings out of impatience? ‘Where is Admiral Balaganov?’ she’s saying. You're crazy, Balaganov! Happiness waits for no one. She roams around the country in her long white robes, singing the children’s song: “Ah, America, what a country, there they play and drink without a zakuska”. But this naïve little child has to be lured, you have to please her, you have to court her. And you, Balaganov, are not going to have a romance with this child. You are a scarecrow. Look at yourself! A man dressed like you will never achieve happiness. In fact, the whole crew of the Antelope is outfitted repugnantly. I am amazed that we’re still able to pass for participants in the auto rally!

Ostap looked at his fellow travelers with pity and went on:

“Panikovski’s hat embarrasses me extremely. He’s dressed with a provocative degree of luxury. That valuable tooth, the ribbon ties on his long underwear, the hairy chest underneath his tie… You need to dress more plainly, Panikovski! You are a respected elder. You need a black frock and a beaver hat. Balaganov will look good in a checked cowboy shirt and leather gaiters. It will immediately make him look like a student who practices physical culture. Right now he looks like a merchant marine sailor who’s been discharged for drunkenness. I won’t say anything about our respected driver. Difficult experiences sent by Fate have prevented him from dressing in a way befitting his occupation. Can’t you see how well a leather coverall and chrome-tanned black cap would suit that inspired, slightly oil-stained face of his? No doubt about it, kids, you need to get yourselves equipped.”

“There’s no money,” said Kozlevich, turning around.

“The driver is right,” said Ostap graciously. “There is indeed no money. There aren’t any of those little metallic disks that I love so much.” The Gnu-Antelope slid down a hill. The fields continued to roll slowly past both sides of the car. A large red owl was sitting right by the road, tilting its head to the side and dumbly widening its yellow, unseeing eyes. Frightened by the creaking of the Antelope, the bird spread its wings, flew up above the car and soon flew off on its dull owlish business. Nothing else worthy of attention happened on the road.

“Look!” Balaganov cried suddenly. “An automobile!”

As a precaution, Ostap ordered the banner entreating citizens to strike a blow against bumbling with the auto rally taken down. While Panikovski carried out the order, the Antelope approached the other car.

A roofed-over, slightly listing grey Cadillac stood by the side of the road. The central Russian landscape as reflected in its fat polished headlights looked cleaner and more beautiful than it was in reality. The kneeling driver was taking the hubcap off the front wheel. Three figures in sand-colored traveling cloaks hovered anxiously above him.

“Have you run aground?” asked Ostap, politely lifting his cap.

The driver lifted his tense face and without answering immersed himself back in his work.

The crew of the Antelope got out of their green jalopy. Kozlevich walked around the marvelous car a few times, sighing with envy, then squatted down next to the driver and quickly struck up a technical conversation. Panikovski and Balaganov looked at the passengers with childlike curiosity. Two of them had a very high-and-mighty foreign look. The third, judging by the intoxicating galoshes-like smell emanating from his State rubber company overcoat, was a countryman.

“Have you run aground?” repeated Ostap, delicately sidling up towards the countryman's rubber shoulder while fixing his thoughtful gaze on the foreigners.

The countryman irritatedly said something about a broken axle, but this muttering flew right by Ostap’s ears. Right here on a main road, a hundred thirty kilometers from the nearest regional center, smack in the middle of European Russia, two fat little foreign ducklings were playing next to their automobile. This agitated the Great Combinator.

“Tell me,” he said, “Are these two by any chance from Rio de Janeiro?”

“No,” replied the countryman. “They’re from Chicago. And I’m a translator from Inturist.”2
“What are they doing here, at a crossroads, in a wild country field, far from Moscow, far from the Red Poppies ballet, far from the antiquarian stores and from that famous Repin painting entitled Ivan the Terrible Murders His Son? I don’t understand! Why did you bring them out here?”

“They can go to hell!” said the translator bitterly. “This is the third day we’ve been racing from village to village like we're on fire. They’ve completely worn me out. I’ve had to deal with a lot of foreigners before, but I've never seen ones like these.” And he waved his hand in the direction of his florid companions.

“Tourists are tourists, they run around Moscow, they buy wooden goblets in crafts stores. But these two have wandered off. They've started driving around from village to village.”

“That is laudable,” said Ostap, “The broad mass of billionaires acquainting themselves with life in the new Soviet countryside.”

The citizens of the city of Chicago were somberly observing the repair of their automobile. They were wearing silvery hats, frozen starched collars and dull red boots. 

The translator looked at Ostap with displeasure and exclaimed:

“What do you mean! As if they needed a new countryside. What they need is country moonshine, not a new countryside!”

At the word ‘moonshine’, which the translator pronounced with emphasis, the gentlemen looked around uneasily and moved closer to the two speakers.

“You see!” said the interpreter. “They can’t listen to that word in peace.”

“Yes. There is some kind of secret here,” said Ostap, “Or some perversion of taste. I don’t understand how you can like moonshine when our homeland offers such a wide selection of noble distilled spirits.”

“It’s all much simpler than it seems,” said the interpreter. “They’re searching for a good moonshine recipe.”

“Ah, of course!” cried Ostap. “They’re under Prohibition, after all. It all makes sense… Have they found a recipe yet? They haven’t? Well, of course not. Why don’t you try coming in three automobiles next time! Of course people are going to think you’re officials. I dare say you're not going to find a recipe.” The interpreter started complaining about the foreigners:

“Would you believe that they’ve started hounding me: tell them, tell them the secret of making moonshine. And I’m not a moonshiner. I am a member of the education workers’ union. I have an elderly mama in Moscow.”

“Ah. And you’d very much like to go back to Moscow? To your mama?” The interpreter sighed sorrowfully.

“In that case, the meeting continues,” said Bender. “How much will your bosses give you for the recipe? A hundred and fifty?”

“They’ll give two hundred,” whispered the interpreter, “But do you really have a recipe?”

“I will dictate it to you right now, right after I receive the money. What kind do you want? Potato, grain, apricot, barley, mulberry, buckwheat kasha? You can even make moonshine from an ordinary footstool. Some people like footstool vodka. Or you could make a simple raisin or plum vodka. In a word, any one of the hundred and fifty moonshines that I know the recipe for.

Ostap was introduced to the Americans. Politely raised hats swam in the air for a long time. Then they got down to business.

The Americans chose the wheat moonshine, which attracted them with the simplicity of its preparation. They spent a long time writing the recipe in their notebooks. As a free bonus, Ostap advised the American travelers how best to build an office moonshine apparatus that could be easily hidden from prying eyes in the base of a writing desk. The travelers assured Ostap that, using American technology, the preparation of such an apparatus would not present the slightest difficulty. On his end, Ostap assured the Americans that the apparatus of his construction would produce one bucket a day of delicious, aromatic pervach.

“Oh!” cried the Americans. They had heard this word before in the home of a respected family back in Chicago. The ‘pervatsch’ had been given wonderful references. The head of this family had in his time been a member of the American occupation force in Arkhangelsk3, where he had drunk “pervatsch”, and he had never been able to forget the bewitching sensations that had accompanied the experience.

The coarse word pervach sounded gentle and beguiling in the mouths of the enlivened tourists.

The Americans happily handed over the two hundred rubles and spent a long time shaking Bender’s hand. Panikovski and Balaganov also got to give a farewell handshake to the citizens of the Prohibition-tormented transatlantic republic. The interpreter kissed Ostap on his hard cheek out of sheer joy and asked him to come visit, adding that his elderly mama would be very happy. Yet he somehow neglected to leave his address.

The newly befriended companions got into their respective cars. Kozlevich played his Brazilian two-step in farewell, and to this happy sound the two automobiles flew off in opposite directions.

“You see,” said Ostap, after the American car had disappeared in the dust, “Everything happened like I said it would. We were driving along. Money was laying in the road. And I picked it up. Look, it didn’t even get dusty.” And he crinkled the pack of bills.

“Speaking personally, there is nothing to be boastful about, it was a trivial combination. But tidiness, honesty – those are what really matter. Two hundred rubles. In five minutes. And not only did I not break any law, but I even did something nice. I provided the crew of the Antelope with its monetary needs. I returned a firstborn son to his elderly mama. And I slaked the spiritual thirst of the citizens of a country with which, for better or worse, we maintain trade ties.

It was getting close to dinnertime. Ostap immersed himself in the rally map that he had torn out of an automotive journal, and announced the distance to the town of Luchansk.

“A very small town,” said Bender. “That’s bad. The smaller the town, the longer the welcoming speeches. For that reason we’ll ask the kind town fathers to serve us dinner as the first course, and speeches for the second. During the intermission I will supply you with your material needs. Panikovski? You are starting to forget your duties. Put the banner up where it was before.”

Kozlevich, by now proficient in triumphal finishes, nimbly set the car down directly in front of the reviewing stand. Here Bender limited himself to a brief greeting. It was agreed to move the celebration back by two hours. After fortifying themselves with a free dinner, the motorists headed towards the ready-made clothing store in the happiest of moods. The Antelopes bore the sweet yoke of fame that had fallen on them with dignity. They walked down the center of the street, holding each other by the hand and rocking like sailors in a foreign port. The red-haired Balaganov, who in fact looked like a young bosun, even struck up a naval tune.

The store called “Men’s, Women’s and Children’s Clothing” was located under an enormous hanging sign that took up an entire two-story building. The sign had dozens of people painted on it: yellow-faced men with thin moustaches in overcoats with their polecat-fur lapels turned up, ladies with muftis in their hands, short-legged children in little sailor suits, Komsomol girls wearing red headscarves, and gloomy factory bosses sunk to their hips in felt boots.

All of this magnificence shattered against the small piece of paper glued to the entrance door of the store:

NO PANTS
“Feh, how rude,” said Ostap as he entered. “You can see right away we're in the provinces. If they had written ‘No Trousers’, like they do in Moscow, it would be noble and decent. Citizens could return contentedly to their homes.

The motorists did not tarry long in the store. For Balaganov they found a cowboy shirt in a broad canary check and a Stetson hat with little holes in it. Kozlevich had to content himself with the promised chrome-tanned cap and an army jacket of the same type that glittered like pressed caviar. They had a hard time with Panikovski. The pastoral long-tailed coat and soft hat with which Bender had intended to ennoble the treaty violator's appearance were ruled out immediately. The store could only offer a fireman’s outfit: a coat with golden pumps sewn on the shoulder tabs, a pair of hairy half-woolen trousers and an officer’s cap with a blue bill. Panikovski spent a long time hopping in front of the wavy mirror.

“I don’t understand,” said Ostap, “Why don’t you like the fireman’s outfit? It’s still better than that exiled king's costume you’re wearing now. Come on, turn around, let’s see you from the back. Fantastic! I’ll tell you honestly. This looks better on you than the frock and hat I had planned for you.” They walked out into the street in their new ensembles.

“I need a tuxedo,” said Ostap. “But there is no tuxedo here. We’ll have to wait for better times.”

Ostap opened the celebration in an elevated mood, not suspecting what kind of storm was bearing down on the passengers of the Antelope. He was witty, recounted amusing anecdotes from the road and told Jewish jokes, completely winning over the crowd. He devoted the end of his speech to addressing the long-overdue automobile problem.

“The automobile,” he exclaimed in a booming voice, “is not a luxury…”

Just then he saw the chairman of the welcoming commission take a telegram out of the hands of a little boy who had run up to the stand.

As he spoke the words: “...not a luxury, but a means of transport,” Ostap leaned to the left and looked over the chairman’s shoulder at the telegraph form. What he read stunned him. His mind instantly registered the series of villages and towns where the Antelope had made use of other people's means and materials.

The chairman was still moving his moustache, trying to penetrate into the contents of the dispatch, when Ostap jumped from the reviewing stand in mid-word and began tearing his way through the crowd. The Antelope glowed green in the intersection. Fortunately the passengers were sitting in their seats and waiting, bored, for the moment when Ostap would direct them to drag the town's offerings into the car. This usually happened at the end of the celebration.

At last the import of the telegram got through to the chairman.

“They're crooks!” he yelled in a martyr’s voice. He had slaved all night over the composition of his welcoming speech and now his authorial pride was wounded.

“Boys! Grab them!”

The chairman’s shout reached the ears of the Antelope’s crew. They began nervously fussing about. Kozlevich wound the motor and in one swoop flew up onto his seat. The car leapt forward without waiting for Ostap. In their haste the crew of the Antelope didn’t even realize that they were leaving their commander in danger.

“Stop!” yelled Ostap, making gigantic bounds. “When I catch you you’re all fired!”

“Stop!” yelled the chairman.

“Stop, you idiot!” Balaganov yelled at Kozlevich. “Don’t you see – we’ve lost the chief!”

Adam Kazimirovich pressed the brake and the Antelope stopped with a screech. The commander tumbled into the car with the desperate shout: “Full speed ahead!” Despite his many-sided and unflappable nature he couldn’t stand a physical reckoning. The delirious Kozlevich shifted to third gear, the car tore forward and Balaganov fell out of the open door. All this happened in an instant. While Kozlevich was braking again, the shadow of the running crowd was already falling on Balaganov. The very healthiest of thick hands had already begun extending towards him when the Antelope arrived in reverse and the commander’s iron hand grabbed him by the cowboy shirt.

“Flank speed!” howled Ostap. And here the inhabitants of Luchansk first truly understood the superiority of mechanical transport over animal-drawn transport. The car sped off, every part of it clattering, carrying the four lawbreakers away from their deserved punishment.

The crooks breathed heavily for the first kilometer. Balaganov, who valued his beauty, was looking in a pocket mirror at the raspberry-colored scratches he had received in his fall. Panikovski was shaking in his fireman’s costume. He was afraid of the commander’s wrath. And it came quickly.

“Were you the one who spurred the car on before I had time to get in?” asked the commander menacingly. 

“Oh Lord…” began Panikovski.

“No, no, don’t try to deny it! This is your doing. So you’re a coward, too, on top of everything else? I’ve fallen into company of a thief and a coward? Fine! I am demoting you. Up to now I considered you a fire chief. But from now on – you’re just an ordinary fireman.”

And Ostap triumphantly tore the golden stripes off of Panikovski’s red shoulders.

This procedure completed, Ostap acquainted his companions with the contents of the telegram.

“Things are bad. The telegram directs everyone to stop a green car racing ahead of the auto rally. We need to turn off to the side somewhere right now. We have had enough triumphs, palm branches and cheap free dinners. The idea has spent itself. The only place we can turn off is the Gryazhskoe road. But that’s still three hours’ drive away. I am sure they’re already preparing a warm welcome for us in every nearby population center. That cursed telegraph has stuck its poles and wires everywhere.

The commander was not mistaken.

Further along lay a small town whose name the Antelope crew never learned, but which they would have liked to learn in order to be able to say an unkind word about it when the occasion presented itself. The road was blocked by a heavy log at the very entrance to the town. The Antelope turned and, like a blind puppy, began nosing to the left and right looking for a path around the obstacle. But there was none.

“Back up!” said Ostap, who had turned very serious. Just then the crooks heard the very distant, mosquito-like hum of motors. Apparently the cars of the real auto rally were arriving. It was impossible to turn back, and the Antelopes again moved ahead. 

Kozlevich grew tense and drove the machine at high speed right up to the log. The people standing around it recoiled in fright, expecting a catastrophe. But Kozlevich unexpectedly slowed down and slowly rolled over the barricade. Passersby cursed the riders testily as the Antelope drove through the town, but Ostap didn’t even answer.

The Antelope neared the Gryazhskoe road to the constantly increasing racket of the still-invisible automobiles. They had barely managed to turn off the cursed main road and move the car behind a little hill in the gathering darkness when they heard engines firing and exploding and the lead car appeared in twin pillars of light. The crooks hid in the grass along the road, having suddenly lost their usual brashness, and watched in silence as the column passed by.

Strips of blinding light splashed along the road. The cars creaked softly as they ran past the felled Antelopes. Dust flew out from under their wheels. Klaxons sounded at length. The wind whipped around in all directions. A minute later everything had disappeared except for the ruby taillight of the last car, which swung and jumped in the darkness for a long time.

Real life had flown by, trumpeting joyfully, flashing its lacquered wings.

All that remained for the adventure seekers was the gasoline-scented tail. They spent a long time sitting on the grass, sneezing and dusting themselves off.

“Yes,” said Ostap. “Now I myself see that the automobile is not a luxury, but a means of transport. Aren’t you envious, Balaganov? I’m envious.”



1. bread and salt. This is a traditional and very rustic Slavic welcoming gift. back
2. Inturist. The state tourism bureau in charge of foreign visitors. back
3. American occupation force in Arkhangelsk. American, French and British troops occupied this Arctic port city in 1918-19, during the Russian Civil War. back
