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THE FOREST ROAD

The sun had been blazing for many weeks, drying the forest road to a dusty
white. In the ruts, which had once been filled by deep puddles, the ground had
burst and was covered with a close network of cracks, where tiny, dry-skinned
frogs hopped about,

From afar I saw a white kerchief bobbing amidst the fireweed and raspberry
canes in a ditch by the road. A liitle old woman was searching for something in the
grass.

“You haven’t lost a needle by chance?” | said with a smile as I approached.

*It's my axe, dearie. | put it somewhere yesterday, and now I can’t recall under
which bush it was.”

I poked about in the raspberry patch. Dust trickled down from the brown canes
and the limp leaves. The axe blade flashed in the shadows under the bushes like
some deep-water fish.



“There it is!"”" the old woman cried. “1 was beginning to think the wood goblin'd
got it.”

“What goblin?”

“The one that lives in the wood. He's a fright, what with his bull’s cloudy eyes.”

“Indeed?” i

“He's got a blue beard, and it's all spotted.”

“You mean you've actually seen a wood goblin?”

“My, yes, dearie. He comes to the store for sugar.”

“Where does he get the money?”

“He mints it himself,” she replied and turned off the road. Her white kerchief
was instantly lost in the tall grass, and reappeared when she reached the fir trees.

“Well,” I said to myself as I continued on my way, “a wood goblin with a bull’s
cloudy eyes, indeed!”

It was dark beneath the fir trees despite the bright sun. The goblin was probably
lurking somewhere in the gloom there, far away from the road.

The wood ended suddenly, and 1 came out upon a large field which resembled
a round lake. In its very center, like an island, was a village.

Oily, light-blue waves rippled across the field. The flax was in bloom. The high
dome of the heavens rested upon the tops of the trees.

I gazed at the village. I did not know its name and certainly did not imagine
that I would stop here, that I would see the little old woman in the white kerchief
again and perhaps the wood goblin as well.




CLEAR GRUB

The forest road crossed the field, becoming a road in the fields.

Reaching the village, it became a village street.

The street was lined with fine, stout houses roofed with aspen shingles. On
some, time and the wind had made the shingles a silvery-grey, while on others the
shingles were new and glinted gold in the sun.

As I walked towards the well, the people in the houses watched me out of their
windows, wondering who I was.

I tripped and thought the faces in the windows would laugh, but they all
remained grave.

I had a drink and sat down to rest on a log by the well.

In the house opposite a window opened. A woman looked at me, turned back
into the room and said, “He had a drink and now he’s just sitting there.”

And she shut the window again.

Two ganders approached. They were about to cackle, but hesitated: who was
that stranger?

Then I spotted the little old woman, coming down the road, the very same
one who had been searching for her axe in the woods. She was now dragging a long
birch pole,

“Let me give you a hand.”

“Was that you who found my axe?”

“Y’ES.”

“l was beginning to think the wood goblin'd got it.”

I relieved her of the pole and dragged it along in the old woman's wake.

In a house of five windows one window opened and a shaggy head appeared
from behind a potted lemon plant. “Whose boy is he, Pantilevna?” the head asked.

“Mine. He found my axe.”

We continued on a bit farther. Everyone we met wondered who Pantilevna’s
companion was.



A woman shouted from where she stood in her garden: “Is that your nephew
from Olyushino?”

“Yes!” Pantilevna shouted back. “He found my axe for me.”

I was quite amazed to have suddenly become her nephew, but did not show my
surprise and hurried along after her in silence.

We encountered another woman. She was carrying a little girl in her arms.
“Who's that towing the birch pole?” she asked.

“My nephew,” Pantilevna replied. “He found my axe. | was beginning to think
the wood goblin'd got it."”

Thus, as we proceeded down the village street, Pantilevna told everyone we
met that 1 was her nephew and that [ had found her axe.

“And now he's towing my birch pole for me.”

“Can’t he talk?” someone asked.

“Sure, I can,” I said. “I'm her nephew. She lost her axe and was beginning
to think the wood goblin’d got it, but it was in the raspberry patch. And I'm her
nephew.”

“We turn in here, nephew dearie. This is our house.”

When soldiers line up the tallest is always in front, while the shortest brings up
the rear. So, too, Pantilevna’s house, the last in the row, was the smallest, with
only three little windows. One says of such houses that they are made of a dumpling
with a pancake for a roof.

I dropped the pole and sat down on the little bench outside her house.

“What's your village called?” I asked.

“Clear Grub."”

“Clear what?"”

“Grub.”

Grub. What a strange name. “What's ‘Clear Grub’ supposed to mean?"

“That's our village, dearie.”

“1 know. But what does ‘grub’ mean?”

“Why, grub is all of here, grub is. Everything all around the village, it's all
grub.”

I looked off and saw the field that surrounded the village and beyond it the wood.
“That’s no grub. It's a feld.”

“Oh, yes, it is. And see how clear it is. It’s all grub. Off yonder, where the
little fir trees are, that's all scrub.”

And that is how I learned that a grub was a field, but not just any field: it was
a field in a wood, a field that had once been woodland, too. But then the trees
had been cut down and the tree stumps had been grubbed out. The people had
grubbed and grubbed, and what they had when they were done was a grub.

“All right, a grub it is then,” I said. “I guess I'll be going.”

“Don’t go, nephew dearie. I'll put on the samovar.”
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