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My dear friends!
I dedicate and present this book to you.

This is my token of attention and gratitude.

On these pages you will find a concentrate of emotions and feelings as well as something that turns sketches into literature – this is the context. While it has not escaped and while I still love my characters, seize it … tc "in my Garden"
tc ""
C h a p t e r  1tc "C h a p t e r  1"
I will give you a rainbowtc "I will give you a rainbow"
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We would meet after our classes. While I was waiting for him on the porch, a covey of  juniors ran past me. And there was Vasily. His face was beaming with joy. 

“Hi.”

“Hi. I have a suggestion – let’s go to a cafй and take some lemonade,” 
I said.

“Now, why not,” rejoiced Vasily. “I have nothing against it.”

We were walking along the alley when Vasily started prying out when 

I had my birthday.

“In September.”

“But what’s the date?”

“Why do you need it, dear friend?”

“Upon my word, I will congratulate you every year. May I? Tell me the date.”

“The fifth.”

The revelation was obviously to his liking, he smiled with such a sincere childlike s

mile as if he avowed his love.

“Is that really so?” I thought. “Every year?” and I questioned that. Life is so long … I wish he really did not forget about me.

“Look, Vasily, my Vasilisa the Beautiful, my birthday is still far but we now need to do something. Do you remember the doctor said yesterday that you should train your eyesight. «Look and read with one eye, look and read with the other one». I specially asked you to go into a cafй – you will change your glasses there. OK?”

“Do I really need to?”

“You must, boy. Otherwise your left eye will see nothing at all. You can’t want that, can you?”

Vasily did not answer anything, just shook his head.

“We will hide from any curious eyes in the cafй. Your classmates do not need to know about our secrets at all.”   

We went into the cafй and after standing in a queue for a while we bought some drinks and sat down at a table.

“Where do you live?” asked Vasily.

“I will invite you to my place some time, will you wait for an invitation?” 

“Just warn me beforehand.”

We finished our Fanta and out of my bag I took two pairs of glasses that had been just made to order.

“Let’s see what is what, I said. The ones that you are wearing now are strong, school glasses, here is the blue case for them. I specially took three cases of different colours for the glasses for you to be able to distinguish them. The glasses in the red case are for far vision. You can wear them all the time when you do not need to write and read. The glasses in the green case are the one we need now. Let me help you.”

Vasily took the glasses out of the green case, put them on and was completely nonplussed. Looking around helplessly he tried to keep from falling – his fingers reflexly seized the table edge.

“How can …?”

“What’s wrong?”

“I feel giddy.”   

“Can you see me?” I felt nervous. 

It was painful to see him. He looked about as if he were looking for a footing and did not find it.

“Can you see me? Look at me.”

His look found me and fixed on me.

“I seem to have some saucers instead of the eyes. Can I see you? These glasses make things look as if everything were under the water. And the water is sort of opaque. If the pale spot is your face, then the dark one is your hair.”

Vasily tried to readjust his glasses by moving the rim closer to his eyes. The lenses almost touched his eyelashes. He felt confused and started feeling for the case on the table. When he found it, he bent down low as if wishing to discern something, opened it incidentally and clapped it.

“Don’t hurry. Get used to them a bit. Let your eyesight get adapted. The doctor said that although your left eye sees poorly, it must work regularly. Therefore the right lens in your glasses is simple glass that must be covered. This is the way he offered to unload your major eyesight.”

“I didn’t get that. If I need to train my eyesight, my left eye sees almost nothing. It will never become a sportsman. It has never been to physical training, it has never attended any athletic section. And they suggest training it!”

Vasily smiled bitterly, took off his glasses, put them on again and said.

“Not much difference. It is absolutely bad without glasses and it is bad with glasses … absolutely.”     

By the way, a looker-on could see how strong the lens in his glasses was. There could be no mistake about it.

“Very strange,” I was puzzled. “In the doctor’s office you saw letters at quite a distance, you read them – I heard it. You must just be feeling out of the ordinary way and it is hard for you to concentrate at first.” 

Vasily hung his head guiltily.

“Very hard.”

“But you are a good boy,” I kept persuading him, “you understand it is will and the doctors’ skills that can bring you back to good eyesight. The doctor knows what must be done and if he said that it is necessary to wear these glasses – not for studies, not for a walk but for an additional load on the weak eye – it means it is necessary.”

“What else did the doctor say? It was not for nothing that he asked me then to sit in the corridor.” 

“He recommended that you should get proper contact lenses. You have, however, to look after them but then they will spare you the prismatic effect caused by high-dioptre glasses. Besides, the doctor gave me two appointment cards. I am supposed to give them to your mum … But as she is in hospital we will discuss it with you.” 

The boy was all ears. No good news was anticipated. He was bolt upright astrain.

“What are these two appointment cards? For an examination? Then why two?”

There came the barmaid’s hollo.

“Hurry up, please, the cafй is closing for a lunch-break.”

“Just in time”, I thought as I was not yet ready for the difficult talk.

“Let me put all the cases into your schoolbag. We’ll talk on the way home.”

“I must find the schoolbag …” whispered Vasily. “It was somewhere here. But this is the thing I can look for myself.” He rummaged about with his foot under the table, then under the chair. There it was.

“Why don’t you rather put there the glasses that I’m wearing now and I will put on the school glasses?” he asked timidly, then he said more insistently. “How will I walk down the street? All I can see in them here is a white square of the table,” he pointed at it with his hands. “And then only because there is a tablecloth on it.” 

I felt sincerely sorry for him but remembering the doctor’s directions I stopped him.

“I will lead you, you will take my arm.”

Vasily stood at pause. This was not the answer he wanted to hear;

“You can’t imagine how tired I am of walking by touch. I have already forgotten how it is – to see without eyeing things, to look without getting mixed up in optical distortions.” Vasily was quite upset. “I could never suppose that anybody would care about my residual eyesight. The more so that anybody would think of training it.”

I took his hand.

“You are to understand that I am near and that I insist on it only because you are my friend. You ask me when my birthday is, you want to come and visit me, you will soon ask me how old I am.” 

“Right. I really wanted to ask you by how much older you are.”

“I am seven years your senior. You are twelve, aren’t you? But I’m speaking about something different now. If we exchanged places right now, what would you do: would you call on me to be consistent and to listen to the doctor’s recommendations or would you slack in the very first embarrassing situation?”

“Forgive me, I don’t understand a thing in such an approach to treatment. And if I wanted to change places with anybody, that would not be you, that’s for sure,” Vasily said indignantly. “I would change places at least for a day with the doctor who treats this way. Or no – better with the one who was the first to put glasses on me… I ask you, I adjure you that if one day your eyesight starts getting worse, do not put on glasses. This is not a medicine, it’s a sentence.”

“All right. I will not. But now let’s go before they ask us to leave again. I’ll see you to your place. Is your grandma at home today?”

Vasily did not answer. He covered his face with his hands, then removed them harshly thus showing me that he didn’t see anything.

“It will be very hard for me without my school glasses, I … only if I am with you all the time…”

“We need to hurry up, otherwise they will lock us up here. Choose for yourself whether I should take out the other glasses or not. After all it’s your eyesight.”

Vasily narrowed his lids tightly – at that moment the barmaid opened the door wide to let visitors out.

“Don’t … Somehow … As always. My grandma? Rather my great grandma. Yes, she must be at home.”

Vasily stood up and slowly moved towards the exit, I caught him up.

“I’ll be near you.”

He gave me his hand. I carefully led him among the tables. 
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Getting on the bus we rode the whole way in silence. Vasily was standing looking lost. He was probably thinking about something personal. When we were getting off, the passengers who were getting on happened to push him, and losing orientation he moved in the direction opposite the one towards his home. 

“Hold on, where are you going?” I asked stopping him.

“Home, where else could I be going?” was the answer.

“Are you sure that we got off at the right stop?”

“But the driver announced it.”

“You seem to be going the wrong way.”

“Do I?” Vasily tried to peer at the surroundings. There appeared a smile on his face as if he were apologizing to me for something. He quickly took me by the arm and smiled again guilelessly and trustingly. I realized that I was to accompany him but I wanted him to make an effort himself as well.

“Guide me,” I asked and caught his surprised eye. “Try at least. It’s not far from here. Say what you see. I’ll help you to orient yourself.”

“What I see? I see just something big and if it close to me… this box, for example.”

“It’s a kiosk. How do you explain people the way to your place?”

“Turn left at the kiosk – along a diagonal path, go through an archway between the houses. Find the building with its flank facing you.”

“That’s it. Let’s go back to the kiosk at the stop. Do you see cars? Do you see where the roadway starts? Guide me.”

He paused. A car driving by dispelled his doubts. The motor was roaring. Vasily gave up.

“The road is over there. We must go here – left at the kiosk and diagonally.”

He led the way. Slowly but confidently.  I yielded – we were going the right direction. When we were going between the houses I heard,

“Now we are in the archway. I can walk here even with my eyes closed – I live here.”

“Don’t hurry. I must talk to you.”

“About what?”

“About what I would have to tell your mum. Come on, let’s sit down on that bench.”

Vasily suddenly limpened, 

“Now you guide me. Or we’ll sit down on some bush or a rubbish bin – who knows? They are all the same to me. Sorry, such glasses may help somebody… But not me.”

“There you are again. Could you explain me what’s going on?”

“I have to confess to you. When the doctor asked yesterday what I saw with my left eye, I just named two letters “S” and “B”, I can say I named them at random or without looking. This is the top line of the table to check one’s eyesight.”

I was dumbfounded.

“How did you manage to do that?”

“To say that you don’t need to see anything. You just need to know what and when they expect you to say.”

“What did you actually see?”

“Honestly – almost nothing. I could hardly discern the lit screen. I was horrified myself that the oculist kept adding dioptres but I still saw nothing with my left eye. That’s why I lied. He may have understood that … Forgive me, Marina, for misleading both you and the doctor.” 

“What did you do it for?”

“Now, don’t you understand? Firstly, they will not give me eye drops. Secondly, I will be able to go to school as usual. You just needn’t have bought these funny glasses.” Vasily took them off and held them forth to me. “Do you need such glasses? No? I don’t, either …” He thrust them into the pocket of his jacket. “They will not bring my eyesight back. However, they will not bring back the time you have spent on me… Sorry.”

“Don’t say so,” I interrupted him.  

I felt uneasy. The boy practically did not see with one eye and did his best to conceal that. 

I took him to the bench.

“We can sit down here. It’s me who must be sorry, I wanted the best or at least the way the doctor said. But this does not mean the best for you. I don’t want us to be speaking blindfold. Put on other glasses, buddy.”

Vasily started searching through the cases in the schoolbag. Bowing his head as if aiming at something he started bringing them one by one very close to his eyes. I felt a tug at my heartstrings – he was examining them at a distance of just a few centimeters. The blue one, of course, he picked out the blue case. Vasily just brightened when he took his school glasses out of it and pushed them by a habitual movement on his little nose.

“This is much better.”

I stayed in disbelief and therefore I was in some doubt. 

“How much better?”

“Quite decent,” answered Vasily.

“Can you see what the teacher writes on the blackboard when you wear them?”

“I sit in the first row. I sometimes ask my neighbour, of course, if …” he hesitated. “If I doubt about something.”

“Does your neighbour help you?”

“Yes. I almost always manage myself. Vitalka – he is in fact calm and kindly.”

“But didn’t this calm and kindly person break your glasses the day we met each other?”

“He fell down on the rim and it cracked.”

“Hold on. What do you mean he fell? Did he push you?”

“No, one of the boys tripped him.”

“But why did he have your glasses?”

“I had taken them off. They were lying on the windowsill next to me, so he seized them. He probably wanted me to play tag with him. I do not know what really happened. I just heard some smash and snap, then ohs and ahs of Svetlana Fedorovna, our tutor. I didn’t understand whether Vitaly had broken his lip or cut himself. I was taken to the classroom only some time later.”

“Can you explain me why you took them off if you can’t make a step without them?”

“We were given textbooks, I took out a magnifying glass to read it.”

“A magnifying glass???”

“The font was small … But Vitaly apologized later. He even asked everybody for a scotch-tape to tape the rim.”

“You may stop here. I remember the construction.”

I recollected seeing during an interval the only miraculously surviving lens treacherously fall out of the criss-cross scotch-taped rim. It did not break then, either, maybe because it was thick. Vasily tried to find it to pick it up but his fingers missed it. I happened to be nearby and I failed to understand at once that the boy did not see it at all. When I understood everything, I helped him to pick up the glass. The teaching practice in our department on that day involved my staying with the class in my charge throughout the entire school day. Vasily appeared to be a pupil of the class. But at the request of my supervisor – Svetlana Fedorovna – I took my little friend first to an oculist and then to the optician’s shop. The school gave me money to buy Vasily new glasses and I was told that before the parents’ meeting I was to name the amount that I would have spent. I had to order three pairs of glasses. The urgent order was more expensive but then Vasily left the optician’s shop in good spirits wearing the new glasses that he hated parting with so much today.    

“Vasily, you won’t believe me but I liked you then.”

“I probably amused you looking taped in such a way.”

“You were just nice, believe me. Are you cold?” I took his hands to warm them.

“It has really become colder … Therefore you should rather – don’t play for time, tell me the important thing you wanted to say, - Vasily paused. – Aren’t these just words?”

“They are, dear. But these are very cruel words. You have a choice … To put it more precisely, I wish you had a choice… The doctor gave me two appointment cards. One card is to a school for children with impaired vision, for partially sighted children. Don’t get distressed, try to listen to the end. The school has a different educational programme, they may have less homework and there are different textbooks. It will be easier for you to study in such a school.”

“But the children are also different there,” protested Vasily. “And such children have a different future … What is the second one?”

“The second appointment card has been given for an examination. Unfortunately, in your case – the doctor said – with a further operation.” 

“An operation on both eyes?”

“Yes.”

“On both at once?”

“I can’t know that. I’m not a doctor, I don’t even know the reason why your eyesight is so poor.”

“Is it really important now what has caused it? As to me, I don’t care. I’m worried about what this nightmare will end with…”

His whole body shrank. He was not ready for such a turn of events. I put my arms round him.

“Your jacket is quite thin, let’s go in. It’s cold. Your granny must be already tired of waiting for you.”

We stood up. There were tears in Vasily’s eyes. He pursed his lips and uttered faintly,

“You won’t leave me alone, will you?”     

I didn’t understand at once what he meant.

“Take my arm.”

“I didn’t mean that. You see, my granny is quite old. She looks after me, cooks and leaves, she always goes home to her icons. My mum – even when she is at home, she is with Valya anyway – with my younger sister. I hear one thing only from morning till night that she is little, that she can’t eat and walk herself yet. My stepfather is at sea but this is even better because when he is at home, he just more often punishes me. He even sometimes beats me with an antenna cord,” tears spurtled out of his eyes. “Don’t leave me alone! Will you never do that?”

It is hard to describe what I felt at that moment – confusion, indignation or dismay.

“Wipe your tears. I’m with you now. And I’ll be with you while you need me,” I tried to console him. “Although something prompts me that you will grow up and become a handsome tall young man. A dark-haired man with brown eyes. There are young girls and dates and your first love awaiting you in future. You will graduate from a university. You will be your surpassing twenty five – the whole world will be in your palm. As to me, by that time I will have become older and stouter, I will have grey hair and disobedient children. What will you say to that?”

“I don’t take such a long shot but I’m afraid everything will be the other way round. You in your thirties will be quite independent. Higher education. A successful career, children as you say. While at my twenty-five I will get a guide-dog rather than a girl.” 

“Vasily!”

“Isn’t that right?!”

“I will not let it happen. We together are to solve your problem now. We have no right to put it off till the day long after tomorrow.” 

“It’s easier said than done.”

“Vasilka, put your thumbs up. I see you are quite chilled – get into the doorway, you little ice thing.”

… The door was opened by his great grandmother, a skinny eighty-year-old woman. 

“Come here, dear child. Come in, my dear. Good afternoon, Marina. We’ll have dinner now.”

“No, no, thank you,” I said. “I have to go, I have many things to do yet. Will you let me go, Vasily?”

“Never,” he threw up his eyes. “… If only you call me when you come home.”

“I will. I may even drop in tonight. When will your mother be discharged?”

“I don’t know. I have my schoolbag full of homework – I will be at home, drop in.” 

“Well, see you.”

“See you.”

“Goodbye, Tamara Kuzminichna.”

“Goodbye, dear.”
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“Hello.”
“Hello. I’m at home. How are you?”

“I’m frightened. I’m really frightened.”

“What’s happened, Vasily?”

“I was reading and my eyes began to hurt badly. I thought that it would soon be over, I even tried getting to sleep but it got even worse.”

“Are you alone at home?”

“I am. My granny went to church. You just don’t worry, Marina, my thoughts have made me feel worse. I feel that I’m doomed.”

“Why are you saying such things?”

“As if somebody in my life switched off the light accidentally and forgot about me. I’m afraid that there will be a morning when the sun shines very brightly but I’ll wake up in my room and will not see whether the blinds have been pulled up. I feel frightened being alone.”

“Can you make some hot tea yourself?”

“I can.”

“Pull yourself together, please. Do what I will tell you to do. Cover yourself with a warm blanket, turn on some music, drink some tea. Get warm.”

“I want you to come to my place now. Can you?”

“Let me think … If you are calling me – I cannot refuse you. But you must promise me something.”

“What must I do? My homework? Everything except geography …”

“No, you must promise me that by the time I come you will have fulfilled my order.”

“Your order? Which order?”

“You must know better than I do how soldiers serve in the army. Imagine that I’m your commander. Let it be a kind of a game.”

“Good enough.”

“I order you to resist your fear. I can’t either pity you or understand or help you if you don’t do that. It is only the boys who can overcome their fear that become real men. To beat your fear you must stop feeling sorry for yourself. Have the courage to fight your weaknesses! Have you understood my order?”

“To resist fear. To make some fresh tea and wait for you. Are you sure to come?”

“I’m coming already.”

“I will then open the door right now. Don’t ring – it will be open for you …”

“Hold on!”

I had hardly finished the sentence when there were beeps in the receiver. I had to hurry up.
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The entrance door was opened. I closed it quietly behind me and also noiselessly entered the room. The reading-lamp was giving out some faint light in the thick evening darkness. Vasily was reclining on the sofa enfolded in a plaid and covering his eyes with his right arm. He was probably sleeping. On a coffee-table next to him there were books and notebooks. On top of that there were his glasses and some strange device – most likely for writing – something like a ruler as big as a page with many parallel slot-lines. As if becoming aware of my presence Vasily stirred. 

“Marina?”

He touched his glasses but on hearing my voice he decided not to put them on.

“That’s me. Don’t get up,” I sat down next to him and adjusted the slipping plaid. “How are you?”

“Better already. Thank you for coming.”

“But I promised to drop in. I have kept my promise.” 

“I have also kept my promise. Your order has been fulfilled, my commander,” smiled Vasily. 

He looked calm and confident. Just his face was a bit pale. I smiled.

“The commander stayed at home, you don’t need him any more, do you? It’s a nurse from the same subdivision that has visited you.”

“Not to give injections, I hope?”

“No. It’s a purely preventive visit. Although, no – I have a first aid kit with me … But in addition, I called up Evgeny Petrovich and dropped in at  the chemist’s shop. Evgeny Petrovich said which medicine was necessary to alleviate the spasm. Do your eyes hurt badly?”

Vasily looked away.

“It’s bearable.”

“Shall we use the drops?”

“Hold on, don’t hurry up with your kit. I don’t need a nurse now, I just need you,” Vasily gave me an appealing glance. “Sit closer, I want to see your face.”

I obeyed and at this moment I felt incomparable tenderness emanating from this intrinsically little creature, overfilling him and ready to slop over. I froze unwittingly not to scare it away. His big hazel eyes that were usually hidden behind the thick lenses of his glasses fluttered out of their torture chamber like royal peacocks out of their cage. He was handsome. A coquettish little mole loomed on his cheek. His childishly tender skin was softly lit by the dim light.

“You are beautiful,” he touched my eyebrows with his hand. “Please, sit a bit closer. You know – my eyes… I don’t trust them.”

His hand slipped down my cheek, lips, chin.

“I want to remember you like that…”

I shivered involuntarily. There were hope and farewell at the same time in his words. I stood up sharply and stepped back into the darkness to hide dismay and mixed feelings.

“Don’t say farewell to me! I don’t want to be remembered, I want people to know and appreciate me.”

Having lost sight of me Vasily looked around blindly and stooped his head.

“While I am being examined – I won’t be able to see you for some time after the operation, anyway. It is important for me that I keep your image in my memory. But where are you?” he said. “You must understand, I want to see you without glasses. It’s quite important for me!”

I seemed to catch my breath at that moment. Finishing his explanation Vasily added.

“This desire helped me to overcome my fear. Do you hear me? … Don’t keep silent. Are you near me?”

“I’m here,” I responded without moving. It was beyond my comprehension that all those things were happening to me then.

“Where are you standing?” he asked discontentedly. “I can’t even see your shadow, just milk before my eyes.”

“Don’t  get nervous,” I came up closer. “I’m right in front of you. You won’t lose me now, will you?”

“If it happens …. Sometime, then it will only my fault,” he reached out his hand and touched me. “My eyesight is poor anyway, especially now somehow. Therefore it’s better to switch on the ceiling light and fin my glasses. I won’t be even able to treat you to some tea.”

“I can put the kettle on myself.”

“Will you believe me? I have been also taught to do that.”  

He half got up to stand up, took his glasses but he failed to hold them: spreading his fingers widely as if because of burn he suddenly covered his eyes with hands.

“Vasilka,” I squatted in front of him. “Does it hurt? Is it very bad?”

“Unbearable … Your drops – are they far?”

“Now, I’ll be back in a second.”

I rushed into the corridor where I had left my handbag and then to Vasily. He turned over with his face down nestling against the pillow. I sat down next to him on the sofa and stroked his shoulders.

“Turn to me, my little boy.”

He obeyed. He opened his wet eyelashes widely to see me but snapped them shut at once groaning.

“The light cuts as if it were a razor blade,” he started jerking his feet. 

“Calm down. Now try to bear it,” I put the table lamp on the floor and tok the doser. “Look up… I’m injecting the drops into your eyes: into one … now into the other.”

Vasily bore the procedure like a man. I dried the flowing remainder of the medicine with a tissue paper.

“You must wait now. Lie for a while with your eyes closed. We will have a lot of time to see enough each other by all means.”

He sighed.

“I want to believe so. I’m so tired of feeling helpless. Do you think they will discharge me from hospital before spring?” 

“It’s quite possible.”

“I want us to meet then when I can see, but not at school and not in this room, but somewhere in a blossoming garden.” 

“I will certainly find time for such a date. But I’m quite scared by your state today. Do you mind if I pick you up tomorrow morning and we go together: I will go to the university and you will go to school?”

“Is that possible?”

“It is. If today’s treatment does you good.”

… That evening I read aloud stories about geographic discoveries until my twelve-year-old knight started dreaming about the jungle. 
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In the morning I dropped in on Vasily to take him to school. I was worried about how he felt after last night. He met me at the threshold already dressed.

“I’ll be ready now. I just have to pack my bag. Will you wait for me?”

“Sure.”

He went into the room and I could hear him searching through the books. I stored up patience but some time later I broke down – I took off my shoes and went into the room to hurry him. I was not ready for what I saw: clasping the hoops of two pairs of glasses at the same time in his right hand Vasily was looking for something among the papers on his desk. Bringing this composition to his eyes at some incredible angle he was trying “to adjust” his eyesight. But the picture was probably quite distorted because now and then he thoroughly examined every book with his left hand checking its thickness and size. 

“What are you doing? You will ruin your eyes!”

He gave a start and turned to me. I came closer;

“Tell me why you need such a barricade from glasses?”

I looked closely – Vasily’s pupils were excessively dilated. He was embarrassed and started separating the rims.

“It always happens after eye drops – you don’t see anything at a short range.” 

Unable to understand how the rims had got hooked he tried to shake them. I prevented him from doing it.

“Hold on, don’t hurry – you can break the glasses or scratch the lenses if you do so. Let me separate them. You second pair of glasses looks strange – are these your grandmother’s ones?”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you just call me to help you? … Or have you done this before?”

“Don’t ask me, Marina. When there are just creeps all around you – you don’t know what to catch, I can’t find the line-maps in geography anywhere. They were somewhere here.’

I looked around.

“Can they be on the shelf? Here you are – put on your glasses.”

“Only if my mum has put them there,” he adjusted his glasses, narrowed eyes trying to have a good look at the covers and without much ado touched the books with his hand. By the movements of his fingers I understood that he was at a loss and stopped him.

“There are a lot of them here – let me get them.”

There were really line maps together with atlases standing on the shelf. I put them on the table.

“What do they look like?”

“I’ll try to find them myself,” he started shifting the textbooks, “here they are, I’ve probably found them if I see something at least.”         

Choosing two light-blue booklets he asked me.

“Have a look, Marina, it must be written there what subject they are in.”

“These are line maps in history. But do they look right? Do they? Let me look for them.”

While I was looking through the pile I was thinking what to do. Vasily will obviously be at a loose end at school today. What does he need the line maps for if he cannot even read their name? On the other hand, even after the use of eye drops children were always brought to school for them to listen at the lessons.

“Here you are, I’ve found them.”

“Thank you!” Vasily rejoiced and approaching me he suddenly kissed … my ear. “Oh, sorry, I’m off the mark.”

“Vasily, what are you doing? It tickles me. This is an ear,” I looked at him attentively. “You know I have a feeling that it’s not only headlines that you are mixing up today. Are you sure you need to go to school today? Don’t you think it may be better to get permission to be absent?”

“Marina, you are worried for nothing. I’ve often gone to school after my eyes were injected. If I’m not at school, they will summon my mother, will need an explanatory letter, I will have to stay with my little sister. A lot of fuss and trouble. I’d rather be present at my classes.”

“I really don’t know. I can’t leave you in such a nearly blind state in this crazy school. All classes are in different rooms on different floors. During the break you won’t notice when they inadvertently knock you down. And then I will have again to put you together from bits and pieces … I’m against that.”

“Then, was it for nothing that I took so much trouble over my homework yesterday?”

“My dear Vasilisa the Wise, I don’t want you to take trouble over your homework, to become a cripple crossing the street or to burn yourself pouring boiling water into a cup. Therefore, today we are going to the ophthalmologic center instead of school. I will take the certificate that on this day you were examined by the doctor to Svetlana Fedorovna myself.”

“Marina!”

“Vasilyok, I know how bad you feel. I also had some other plans for today… That is, quite different plans. But I’m used to solving problems as they come. That is why today I’m missing all lectures and workshops without thinking twice. The most important thing for me now is your eyes.”  

Vasily was listening silently. His face was still adultly serious. 

“OK, I’ll come with you.”

“That’s a good boy. We need to find you some warm clothes. It’s cold outside. At least a sweater instead of the jacket, it’s a long way. We also need your insurance policy.”

“I’ll tell you where it can be.” 

I helped him to sort out his clothes, then we unhurriedly prepared to go and left for the medical center. However, neither he nor I could suppose how our visit to the ophthalmologist on that day would end. “Urgent hospitalization” – this was the sentence at the clinic. I was assailed with every question at once: “Why haven’t you come earlier?”, “Who will be accountable if the child loses his sight?”, “Where are the parents?”, “Why is there no complete medical history of the child?”. There started such a scurry round Vasily that we didn’t have time to say good-bye to each other properly. Before he was taken for a full examination I only managed to tell him that we would surely see each other that day. I had several urgent problems to solve on that day: clothes, his mother’s consent to the operation, documents. When I had had all those matters out, I was unable to meet Vasily. He was sleeping and they asked me not to disturb him. He was probably given some sedative to relieve the stress. He fell asleep earlier than usual. That night I wouldn’t have refused from a sleeping pill, either: I was perturbed and haunted by various thoughts-snowdrops.       
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Vasily’s mother called up – her gratitude was endless. “The operation was successful. How did you manage to persuade him? … I remember my son positively refusing to go to the surgeons, he wouldn’t hear about it, he would hold back like a little donkey.” I didn’t answer her question. “Marinochka, he is waiting for you,” she gave me the number of the ward and asked me to visit him.

I don’t know how long it took me to get ready and get to the hospital. I was in a hurry. Each second stuck into me like a pike, minutes strung my nerves. I didn’t know how to overcome my commotion. And it was only after I came to the hospital and found the postoperative department that I finally managed  to get my breath back. Having calmed down I knocked at the door to the ward and after an invitation opened it.

“Good afternoon. Is Vasily Potapov here?” 

“He is being unbandaged”, answered a young man without getting up from his bed. “You can find him in the treatment room, the door is always opened there.” 

“Thank you.”

Some way down the corridor I saw an opened door. Vasily was sitting in a wheelchair next to it waiting for an invitation. I came closer to him.

“Vasily!”

Hearing his name he turned round awkwardly. He couldn’t see me because of the bandages.

“Vasily, hello. This is me, Marina.”

He smiled and motioned me to come to him.

“You … Hello, come up to me.”

Approaching him I squatted and kissed his hand. He touched the ends of my hair.    

“Everything is over.”

On hearing our voices a nurse appeared out of the treatment room. Looking at me inquiringly she asked us to go to the hall and wait for the doctor there. Vasily stood up obediently.

“Marina, take me there. Let’s not be in others’ way.”

“Hold on to me. Has anything happened?”

“I didn’t get what you are worried about.”

“You said ‘Everything is over’ in such a voice…”

“I just meant my story.”

“We have some time now, tell it to me.”

I found a place where we could sit down. Still holding my hand Vasily started speaking.

“Everything started when I was taken to the summer camp during holidays after my second year at school. Hardly a week had passed when I got badly ill there catching some infection. I had a high fever and they put me into an isolation ward… I don’t know how long I stayed there. Then my mother came to take me to town. I seemed to feel better when I was taken into the fresh air. But this state of ease did not last long – on the way home she warned me that father was leaving us. Even when I got home I failed to understand what they had quarreled about. My mother and I tried to change something but father still deserted us. For some time we forgot about everything, including medicines. It seemed to me then that it was my fault – I should not have returned from the camp. I felt very bad. And then I fell ill. When my mother bethought herself, I was running such a fever and shivering so badly that I couldn’t even sit. I felt very weak. Because of the fever things were dancing before my eyes. My eyes ran – I could neither read nor write. I could move about only holding to the wall.

When I went out for the first time after the long illness I failed to understand at once what was around me. I couldn’t even suppose that my eyesight had collapsed in a flash as if it were a house of cards. I had a sensation as if somebody had left some hardly noticeable stains after trying to efface our yard with an eraser. 

Seeing me being afraid of going out, slitting my eyes, examining everything by touch mother succumbed and took me to the oculist. But even she didn’t prove to be ready that the doctor would prescribe me high-power lenses. I can still hear her outcry: “Eight dioptres all at once?” The explanation was brief – an aftereffect of the illness. I was told that my eyesight would not recover by itself and I was to accept that I would be wearing glasses. On the way back mother took me to the optician’s reasoning that there were modern fashionable frames. But her voice betrayed her mood, it was very sad.”

“Did you start wearing glasses?”

“At first I didn’t, I felt shy, I put them on when I watched TV. But even when I understood that I couldn’t do anything without them even at home, I would put them on reluctantly. I couldn’t get used to them. They hindered me and slipped off.

I especially felt it two months later when I went to school. They would slide when I was reading or writing. At the lessons I had to lift these “fashionable” glasses all the time looking at the tasks written on the blackboard. They were too insufficient for studying. My mother and I changed them for other ones, more convenient and stronger and I could see better in them. But unfortunately I didn’t use them long.”

“Why?”

“Once before the autumn holidays our physical training lesson at school was cancelled. We studied in the afternoon and that was the last lesson. And although it was already getting dark we got together and went to the park to swing on a tarzanka. We were so glad that we forgot about being careful. When we got to the place we froze – there were some adult guys, sort of yoots. We were three, they were five. They started bullying us at once demanding that we should give them our mobiles and pocket money. We said we didn’t have either and wanted to leave. But one of them warned us that we would not go anywhere until we turned out our pockets. One of his friends dartingly took a stick and knocked me down. Then he twitched the rim off me with the same stick. I just heard my glasses crack. I tried to resist but just received a heavy blow to my face for that.

When I got over, there was already nobody around. Everybody had run away. The crushed glasses were lying near and were absolutely useless. Due to the bruise I didn’t see anything with my left eye. While I was trying to see what was lying on the ground looking for my bag, it was evening. My head was splitting. And then I realized that I would not find anything at all in the dusk, even the way home.  I wanted to get out of the forest but all the colours blurred as soon as the sun set. Both leaves and trees dissolved into the darkness. I seemed to have become blind. Trying to take a short cut I lost my way. It was only after some time that some chance passer-by heard my cry for help and took me home. My mum was shocked to see me in such a broken state.”

“You were probably frightened yourself, weren’t you?”

“I was frightened at the oculist. He didn’t like the results of the examination and he offered me an operation. He said that my eyesight continued failing too fast, kept telling me over and over again something about the retina and after-effects of the trauma. In short, the doctor tried to persuade me but I wouldn’t agree hoping that everything would turn out all right. It seemed to me that, well, there was nothing complicated about it, I just needed new glasses, I didn’t see anything properly without them. I certainly received my prescription then.

However, half a year had not elapsed when I had to go to the polyclinic again: sitting in the second row I could hardly see the exercises written on the blackboard. They chose glasses for me again and offered to undergo full examination. But I already knew what was hidden behind those words and I refused. I didn’t even want to be observed.”

“Why so?”

“I was not just frightened by the operation, as its result. I became aware of the formula of poor vision: the stronger the glasses I was given, the worse I saw. The equation was that each time my already little field of vision contracted gradually getting as large as a coin. I involuntarily started doing everything slowly using these binoculars – walking, getting dressed. If I was in a hurry, I could put the cup past the table, turn the frying-pan over, put on my sweater upside-down or step into a puddle in the street without noticing it.

I had to forget about active games. My bicycle was having a rest. The boys next door sometimes called me to play football as before. What could I do? Oh, yes – I could be the goalkeeper of the rival team. Given my optical corridor I would have missed all the balls into the gates. 

I didn’t want to yield to further arithmetic of vision subtraction. I promised myself that it was the last time that I went to the oculist.”

“And did you keep your word?”

“I did. But only I know the cost of this decision. I could see well in my new glasses for quite a short time. Slowly but surely my vision kept evaporating like water: first houses blurred in my prismatic window, then faces sank through featureless ovals … I noticed that I saw almost nothing with one eye when it became difficult for me to read.”

“How did you study?”

“As I could. Once I was given a task at the lesson to read the writer’s biography aloud in front of the class. I don’t remember another time when there had been such silence at our lesson. Everybody became silent because my reading sounded unusual. I was reading making a pause before every word – I just couldn’t do it faster. Through the glasses the tiny letters stuck together and clotted. You can’t imagine the laughter that started when I read “a brood fighter for freedom” instead of “a brave fighter”. The teacher corrected me and laughed together with the class till she cried. I apologized referring to my eyesight. However, everybody understood everything without that.”

The next day after this incident a classmate of mine brought me a magnifier. I wondered why not a microscope. But I took the magnifier – it often came to my aid.”

“How did you live?”

“I managed until Vitaly broke my last glasses. But without you, Marina, I shouldn’t have resolved to go to the oculist, the more so to come here …”

“Don’t exaggerate, I happened to be near.”

“Without you I would be sitting at home afraid to make a step!”

“No way! I know you are a brave boy. You’ve made your choice yourself. I saw the doctor and his assistant coming out of the next room.

“They are coming for you.”

Vasily became uneasy and asked.

“I’ll come out to you soon. Will you wait?”

“You shouldn’t even ask.”

The assistant who was hurrying towards us came up to Vasily and asked him to stand up.

“I’ve come for you, young man,” and holding him by the elbow he took him to the procedure unit. 

I had nothing to do but wait. I came up to the window and touched the glass with my hand. The trees outside the window were swaying confusedly: “yes-yes”, “no-no”, “yes-yes”… A soundless tune that the wind-conductor was trying to play for its own pleasure seemed to have got entangled in the branches. Time drawled like rubber. The waiting was intolerable. I understood that Vasily should not notice my commotion and tried to relax…

Hearing somebody coming I looked back, taking the vacant wheelchair the nurse left to bring the next patient. There appeared the doctor in the door.

“Will you find your ward yourself?”

Vasily crossed the threshold of the procedure unit.

“Don’t worry. Somebody is supposed to be waiting for me here.”

He looked about and saw me.

“My Marina,” his face lit up with a smile. “Marina, I see you!”

I ran up to him and embraced him.

“Dear boy…”

The doctor smiled contentedly.

“Take him to the ward, please. Like after any operation it’s the same here – some time must pass before the patient becomes fully self-dependent.”

“I understand everything. Thank you, doctor! Thank you for everything.”

“Don’t mention it. That’s my job. Take care of him, take care of his eyes. He’s had hard times.”

The doctor called his assistant and went into his room.

I looked at Vasily. He certainly looked rather sick than healthy. Slightly covering his little red eyes with his long eyelashes he was peering thoroughly to get used to surroundings that were new for him.

“Does it hurt to look?”

“No, everything is fine. It just tingles a little and I feel strange…”

Suddenly Vasily took off and started jumping around me like a child, whirling and jumping, raising his hands as if trying to catch sun rays in his palms. Then he stopped to share his happiness;

“Marina, I’m so glad to see you!”
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It was hard to believe but Vasily and I were going by a commuter train to the sanatorium where Vasily’s stepfather had arranged to send him. The stepfather himself could not go, neither could his mother leave her infant or take her to the sanatorium. I was asked to accompany Vasily and was even offered some remuneration for the feasible services of a governess. Vasily was temporarily forbidden to write and read; therefore I was to teach him orally according to the curriculum – as much as it was possible. Without much ado I agreed. I could take my exams coming to town for a short visit. And every student would dream of reading for the exams in the open country: full ration, silence and fresh air. To say nothing of the fact that Vasily and I took a liking to each other. I tried to take care of him but I was surprised to notice that on the contrary he tried to patronize me demonstrating enviable self-dependence. I concluded for myself that he didn’t feel any age difference. Neither my parents, nor his went into details what was going on between us. From outside we rather resembled a team of “the chief and the sponsored one”. But in fact our relations were saturated with such concern, confidence and tenderness that we could be even envied by the closest people. It seems to everybody that we were just sailing in one direction like yachts. But they were wrong: ahead of us there was an isle waiting for us where we dreamt of building our own world full of fascinating colours and sounds.

The train made Vasily sick. All the way he was dozing leaning on our travel bags standing one upon another. I had never been so easy in my mind before. Leaving the fuss of the city behind we were leaving painful memories there and were gaining freedom. 

Before his departure Vasily put all his glasses into a box and solemnly threw them away. His mother rebuked him for that later but he just smiled silently and solemnly in response: he didn’t explain or argue or apologize. Although he was so confident of himself I was worried about his health and now I was glad that he would have time to recover after the operation. I was ready to do everything for him to have a wholesome rest.

There were meadows and marshy woodlands and sometimes settlements flashing behind the window of the train. The spring sun was giving the earth its timid warmth. Coming to a station the train pulled up too fast. Vasily started. 

“I seem to have fallen asleep,” he almost slipped into the aisle between the seats.

“You were sleeping but you woke up in time – we are coming soon.”

“Oh, look – a rainbow. Marina, I see a rainbow!!!”

Vasily held his breath. A colourful natural miracle was hovering over the forest. The top of the rainbow was hiding in the clouds. I explained to him.

“There is a bay over there behind the forest and we will live on its shore. The rainbow is so large because water evaporates there turning air into a transparent water-colour.”

“If I could,” said Vasily, “I would give it to you. I would have the largest present in the world for you.”

I smiled.

“I would have to live here all the time to behold it.”

“Here is the forest, here is the rainbow. Everything is yours forever!” he rejoiced.

“Thank you. I will think about what I can give you in return.”

“You have already given it: your present is all this world that I see.”

There was so much genuine gratitude in his words that it seemed that neither time, nor distance could change the harmony of our friendship.

We were only wrong about one thing perceiving our relations as an entity – it was only the seconds of our happy intercourse that proved to be eternal.

We thought that we were just smiling to each other, breathing one air and admiring the landscape behind the window. In fact we were drinking bliss enjoying carelessness and children fantasies. Examining the world anew Vasily bathed in the clouds or sank in the sunrays and then ran in his fancies round the green meadow. He also got me involved in this game of colour and half-shades. We should have stopped then but the train was taking us further and further in time … 

