This best of the worlds does not stand stock-still. The shows go on, life conditions improve, the gross product of happiness per capita grows drastically. The quality of mass-products in the field of book industry mutates along the lines of trendier juxtaposition.
Perfectly aware of impossibility to roll out a work (by the by, this here one is nicknamed Sonny. Hey, Sonny, take a look at all these good people about! And now let Pop finish talking, okay?) answering the high standards of streamlined digestibility cultivated in readers by the unrivaled exaples of bestseller traditions, I still take risk of suggesting it to the public’s attention. At least, to air out once in a while.
Sonny! Wave and say «mwah!» to all these good people, then go find a hillock, sit upon it and with the eyes in your head watch the world speeding round!… ound… ound…  ound… 
 
The first book in The Rascally Romance series is a shot at a revival of old good canon of literary classicism. Remember? The unity of time and place of the events narrated of. And yes, you should keep the same protagonists.
Now, time — one night, place — one-person tent, protagonist — the storyteller. The simpler, the more viable, you know… 

The Rascally Romance:
The vagabond cherub
 
Epigraph: 
Well — it’s of course,
Although what else,
But if not quite, 
then — at once,
And — aha!… 
Vladimir Sherudilo
 
 ~ ~ ~ The Birch Bark Doodles
…Varanda…  
…a random handful of sounds… …like any other name…
…until it takes on some special meaning…
I am Varanda!
The river drives its meaning incessantly, repeats with a discordant roar of parted currents, seething between, and somewhere even over, enormous boulders: Fall, idiots! Give way!
It rams at full speed into the stupidity of their askew foreheads, or maybe it's the backs of their heads. Hard to tell. In any case, it's wasting its time: you can't drive it home to them even through their crowns.
Wow! Just look at that, how furious the stream is there! Splashes, spits wisps of foam into the faces of their stony indifference, and—darts away…
Yet it stays here and now. Inescapably. Chained to this pair is the prisoner Varanda, who drives its unstoppable depths in the breakout from nowhere to nowhere.
Through the roaring rumble, the occasional dull thud at the restless  bottom of riverbed—there's an underwater tom-tom, out of time, a rubble against a rock…
And how long has it been going on like this, Doc?…
Check the "eternity plus" box—sure thing, for certain…
"Races and powers were born, and vanished without a trace…"—the sage Abu-Lala tried to explain it to the slow-witted camels of his caravan, while this river, as earlier—before all powers and races, when camels could still be trained to scribble lecture notes—had already been flowing in this very spot through centuries, epochs, eras, from its source at the beginning of all time…
The habits of mountain rivers are steadfast, unchanging, unlike their names. You can bet your mare and cart, even your Sunday best jeans, that this here hyper in its rocky shores had a very different nickname among Stone Age trappers, because everything flows, everything changes, even a rapper scales…
But consider the countless number of passport-less drifters, wandering—in groups and singly—along the geotectonics of its banks!
Think about it, and you'll realize that by asking, "Who is more fickle—the eternal Varanda River or a gang of idle vagrants?" you'd cut  off your chance of being accepted in polite society; such questions have long since become above their heads…
And here I am—the next vagabond in an endless series—neither the first nor the last; I've popped up on the banks of its eternal stream. 
…well, you're a real master of blabbering, brother, about absolutely nothing… hey! While you're at it, maybe you could, to boost love of science in camels, spill the beans about this "I" that just mentioned, huh?
A small splash, rather dehydrated, and currently immobilized… I'm lying here, crucified across that good old hole propagated by Jimmy Joyce, into which the future uncontrollably pours, only to turn the past—cooling off like a filter in the pipeline from the ignorant kid with the unblown nose to the grumpy old fart. They are its pair of endpoints, and somewhere between them, the connecting, filtering point, is "I".
…and me! and me too!… how could you have forgotten?… I'm also somewhere here, on our shared journey from boy to old man… well, yes, I'm also hanging out on the shore right now, together with you and JJ-hole, trekking towards our great common goal…
"O, water! We are of one blood!…"
…oh my!…  and what was that? — you’ve just spouted off?… been wanting to  air out the junk from a too smart peddlar’s knapsack?… like, so literate in educational topics, all of you?… so I'll tell you for the record - in the current global climate, only a completely lazy panda couldn't handle some kind of  hooey, to deliver it with an English accent… so no, we don't care, and stop dropping quotations of murky origin…  who’d even care about them at this time of day?…
Right, in our get-together on the bank, time is the laziest cat, it, like, even dozed off next to my one-person tent. This twilight about the tent will have to sweat quite a bit  before its density reaches a more or less nighttime level.
…your forecast, brother, is spot-on, extrasensially… so, you’ve got to spend the crawling palefaces, help them to turn black… utilize them to something more useful, huh?… at least write that letter, you promised your daughter… be good as your word, you know… and especially since it's still hard to fall asleep this early… just watch your mouth, pardner… no skidding on those damned quotes, okay? 
. ..
Hello, Liliana,
(…sounds more endearing than "Varanda," huh?…
…shut up and get to work…)
It looks like I've finally started the letter I promised you when we met in Kyiv… 
Why? To scribble out a heap of belated excuses, justifying reasons, alibis that will confirm my crystal-clear innocence? What's the point? Proving is useless, and it's too late to change a thing…
However, once you've given your word, hold on and puff yourself up like a brutal macho…
 
No matter how much your polite distancing trampled  me, no matter how much your official tone lashed out: "Yes, of course, Sergei Nikolaevich…"—"No, not quite, Sergei Nikolaevich…"
No matter… Damn it! They did undone  me, these "vich-vich-vich" holding me at bay!
But I wouldn’t bat an eye at spanking, like a manly man, who knew how to put on a deadpan while bluffing at preference… once upon a time… a long time ago.
It's hard to say "Dad" to a stranger washed up on a breaker from the Internet Digital Ocean. It's much harder when he doesn't even come close to looking like the dashing photo in your Mom's album… Some strange guy, with a drooping gray beard…
Nothing in common with the dad you imagined, the one you so desperately missed as a child! You should have had that dad, not this old man. Some  parent, damn it! So, you endured our farewell embrace on the platform—for a woman in her late twenties, such gestures are no problem, but—that's all…
The ice didn't crack, the armor of alloyed alienness didn't give way even a micron, the gardens didn't bloom to the melodious trills of starlings, thrushes, goldfinches, tits, buntings, and  siskins, and other birds I know nothing of… The featheed chorus didn't ring out, and the Happy End chord of jubilant fanfares was also cut by the sound engineer…
The man, who remained a stranger to you, removed his hands from your shoulders, and I promised to write a letter.
 
So we parted, a pair of strangers, who remained strangers to each other no less than to the rest of the Kyiv Long-Distance Train Station…
. .. .
However, of the two of us, I was luckier, just out of my long-standing tradition… And also simply because there was much more of you in my life than there was of me in yours…
For example, I am able instantly, without the slightest preparation, recall how you kicked me in the nose with your heel while twirling around in your mother's belly… 
I can spread my arms at the exactly same stretch as that time, embracing that sterile white cocoon, the one I hauled trudging home from the maternity hospital, and you within, sleeping the whole way. So peacefully silent… 
And I have a video recording, not on a disk, but somewhere there, in my mind, which always brings a smile to my face, I don't know how, where from, or why… You're in a New Year's circle dance. Everyone's holding hands, marching so diligently, so earnestly…
You're the most beautiful of all the peers… Your sleek ash-blond hair falls just short of your shoulders, your black silk vest is quilted in diamond pattern, your red knit tights, and your black felt boots, so tiny…
Oops! I always shudder at this point: one felt boot stumbled… no, you held your ground, and fell back into the rhythm of the general kindergarten line…
And I also remember the silence of deserted Sundays. Not a soul on the playground, but that was another kindergarten, the one closer… so strangely empty on weekends.
We came there for the swing made of yellow-painted pipes… Upon reaching a certain height, it would begin to scream a piercing note—iron on iron—that pierced the silence stretched out over  a layer of yellow leaves, fragilely rustling underfoot. Bitter, like the moans of seagulls, the note tore at my heart…
Because Dad only came to see you for 2 days a week…
On weekdays, your life went on without Dad; I was far away, slaving like a real Dad Carlo, at various construction sites managed by SMP-615 in the neighboring region. Although it makes no difference: a neighboring region, another planet, the other world… If not by your side, then Dad isn't there at all—unreachable does not count—he's too far away to earn an apartment for a young family, so we could start our own little home…
Which, however, didn't happen. I didn't catch up. I didn't have time for gathering enough distance to dodge, to get ahead.
So it caught up with me—a road roller of whispers, rustling from the pitch darkness. It crashed, crunching through me at that weekend night, in the narrow, hallway-like bedroom your grandparents had carved out for our fledgling family in their three-room apartment…
The bone crusher rolled on slowly, mangling me from the side where my young wife lay, rustling into the darkness, on the marital bed, from under the older generation…
She lay very close, side to side, but already cut off irrevocably a couple of days before the weekend, when "one of her acquaintances" invited my beloved for a ride in his Volga GAZ-24. He drove her far away, out of town… All the way to Hare Pines, on the Moscow Highway, where he pulled off and parked between the tree trunks…
He leaned over to her and unclasped the glove compartment door above her knees, took out a bottle of champagne… soft music flowed from the dashboard radio… assisted by  its shimmer, he removed the foil from the cork…
She sipped just a little, just a half sip, and said sadly, "Take me home, please." And, obeying, he started the engine…
My wife's whispered account of her faithful chastity faded away.
The measured, mournful strikes of the bell tolling for me floated in my ears, and I lay flattened on top of the second-hand bed, pinned by the rubble of walls that dumped upon me their weight in a hushed avalanche. However, someone had survived the disaster, snoring quietly from a crib in the far corner of the cramped bedroom…
The air's density had extensively changed; it had turned somehow viscous. Every breath tasted of stale lard. An irresistible grip squeezed my heart, pressing it ever tighter…
To keep from exploding under the weight, it became flint…
And only the darkness, the pitch-black darkness, took pity on me, hiding that icy tear that suddenly rolled out of its own accord and crawled unbearably slowly from the corner of my eye, down my temple, to lodge in the roots of my hair… the last tear of my life…
Later, the path it had carved was deepened by the furrows of wrinkles across my temple, but no more tears came, not in either eye, ever, in any direction. Well, except for those that are squeezed out by the winds, but those don’t count…
(…oh-oh-oh! what's wrong with you, like, gonna start sobbing?… Are you whining again over the ashes of your shattered hopes?… Grab the weakling by the scruff of the neck and smash him on the anvil of his own heart!… what a fast pump!… it managed to turn to stone in a sec… good timing!… 
…be a man, buddy… seek solace in simple truths… simplicity is the key to reliability, remember… and the truth about your rosy squeals (no offense, you brought it on yourself) is that even if you work hard at that construction site, even if you get knocked out by sunstroke every other day, and on their remainder, for contrast, get frostbites on your skin - whatever else you can do, you'll never be able to avert that next time when she doesn't say "let's not", and starts to fit herself into the interior details of the Volga GAZ-24…
…or here's another truth for you—incontestable because of its simplicity: no matter how much you cling to memories of past joys, you can't have them back, but if you touch, however slightly, an old sore, the pain—the one you've overcome  long ago, buried, and forgotten—it suddenly flares up again… just watch how it shakes you! Even here, thousands of miles from the ruined bedroom,  after a million passes of the "I" baton from one "I" to the next…
…listen to what I'm telling you, my dear "I"… you should fight fire with fire more often… did the simple truth bother you?… well, then hit it with the elementary wedge of a broad approach, got it?… you just take and replace "I" with "We"…
…who are we, anyway?… a powdered-and-shaven, or disheveled-and-bristly (depending on the current fashion trend) troop of monkeys… here, among us, each and every vertebrate is subject to the laws common to the entire pack… Claiming ignorance of the code is useless; it won't click for an excuse from being prosecuted to the full extent of the article that defines the offense, you know… You don't enjoy the sentence? Go submit an a-peel! And then pee your ass off serving your sentence until you learn how to spell that word in court…
…I'm a clear-cut comforter, huh?.. Now you just carefully spin your sentimental snot onto your fist and wait—maybe the aching in your balls will dissipate…
…shut up, man! Such raps are not for delicate female ears… hmm… looks like I'll have to start all over again…)
. .. .
Hello, daughter
Our face-to-face meeting didn't have enough momentum to convince you of the unnecessary formal "You," but I have no desire to return the favor; it just doesn't work out that way. I've become too used to saying "you" when I talk to you.
Once upon a time, a long time ago, I used to pronounce it out loud, then (and for quite a stretch) I communicated with you in my head.
It's not hard to feign a cold snob, but not with you; I can't bring myself to say "you" here. Please forgive me for this liberty, or habit, or I don't know what…
Well, whatever…
However, let's get down to business…
The day before yesterday, well past noon, carrying out the plan I detailed to you in my last email, I visited the location of the abandoned village of Skhtorashen, to visit the oldest inhabitant of Mountainous Karabakh—the Platanus, a member of the Platanovaceae family.
They say the akhsakal is already over 2,000 years old. True, no one can say exactly when this happened, and the vet apparently doesn't remember where the birth certificate was misplaced. 
It was August heat, the climb, though not over rocks but along a well-traveled dirt road, was quite steep, and long before the giant dendro was discovered, my gaze switched to the mode of willful leaps - forward and upward: when, o, when will the spring appear?…  It was promised me by everyone who visited this place.
The drinking water sources here are constructed similarly: a stone wall (as tall as a man) is laid across the slope, protecting a trough made of gray hewn stone slabs. The width of the container is about half a meter (a horse, and even a buffalo, can easily dip their muzzle inside when drinking), and the length is up to 5-6 meters, assuming that a thirsty creature will come with company rather than alone.
The water in the trough is knee-deep. At the right end of the retainer wall, at a right angle to it, another short one is erected, no wider than the trough.
A piece of iron pipe protrudes from that wall, issuing a cool stream gurgle  falling into a stone bowl embedded beneath the pipe, in case you arrive without a cup. 
Having filled the bowl, the water overflows into a trough for livestock and other wildlife, although no wild animals appear during the day. And from the trough, the excess spills over the far edge, at the very end, and flows downhill in a stream that chooses its own course of turns… 
However, the spring next to the long-lived giant flowed, contrary to the usual pattern, in the opposite direction—from left to right!…
Furthermore (if you've stumbled upon a surprise—keep jaws a-hanging for more!), the water from the spring of non-traditional orientation didn't quench my thirst, which had been accumulating throughout the climb from the pavilion at the turnoff to the district center of Karmir-Shuka, spurring me on with fantasies (even auditory hallucinations) of a clear, cool, babbling stream…
And here it is, real, but instead of killing my thirst with voracious gulps, I only had to lick my dry lips with an equally dry tongue. Because under the densely green, despite its 2,000-year-old age, canopy of the colosses, I was intercepted by a matagh…
(…a pair of champion expressions in the Armenian language, and also two of the most stunning in their beauty and depth of meaning, are:
1. tsavyd tanim,
2. matagh anim.
Number one says: "I will carry your pain." So simple. Two words. An unfathomable profoundness.
And second on the list is the pledge to make a sacrifice—to perform a matagh.
As a rule, a matagh signifies a happy deliverance.
For example, if a close relative was seriously ill but survived, or, say, a car plunged into a chasm, but, strangely enough, the driver’s alive, then it's time to perform a matagh.
The sacrifice flesh, after cooking, should be shared with relatives and neighbors, to which they will all respond with the traditional incantation: ընտունելի ընի ("let it be accepted"), otherwise it's not a matagh, but free food for parasites.
By the way, the edibility of a matagh isn't mandatory; give some worn-out but still-sturdy jeans to a drifter and—you've accomplished a matagh!
The essence of any matagh is to give gifts, to bribe the unknown forces at the fate’s rudder, steering chance, aka fortune…
No exorbitant IQ is needed to figure out how these bribes—who knows to who exactly!—scratch and withers the scruff of servants of any Almighty God officially registered in this best of all possible worlds, which He created (as the servants of Everyone tirelessly repeat).
However, those cults that weren't born yesterday have learned (from bitter prolonged experience) the utter futility of pushing against customs that have taken root deep in the unconscious part of believers—(poor cleric’s toiling like a soft in prison, and it's no use at all!)—that's why clergy have learned blinking at  the ritual leaps and bounds over bonfires on the shortest summer night, the Pancake Week round dances, the mataghs, and other pagan obscenities.
"Even a stake through their heads would be of no use! Fuck! Forgive me, Lord…"
Religions grumble, but still keep countenance…)
. .. .
And even the most poetic words will become dull from using them just so, like empty figures of speech:
‘Tsavid tanim (I will carry your pain), why aren't you paying for the potatoes? Got forgotten?!’
‘Matag anim (I swear to make a sacrifice), I’ve just given you six 100-dram coins! Check them in your pocket!‘
‘Tsavid tanim (I will carry your pain), I've been here since morning, there’s quite a bunch of those 100-dram coins in my pocket.‘
‘Matag anim (I swear to make a sacrifice), I won't pay twice for the same potatoes. Don’t wet your whistle too often!…‘ 
At the bazaar of Stepanakert, the capital of the Mountainous Karabakh Republic, people bargain with polite understanding and deep poetic meaning…)
. .. .
As I've already said, I wasn't predestined, that day before yesterday, to drink from the spring that lured me so,  babbling, with its imaginary coolness, in my dreams (my innocent dreams couldn't even imagine that he was a leftist deviationist, pervert, in a word).
Bummer! All in vain! – because, in the patriarchally dense shade beneath his giant neighbor, a festive group of folks (yep, no less than a hundred invited well-wishers!) enjoyed a matagh, and while I was removing my backpack and making eyes at the babbling stream (from left to right, ara! Have you ever seen such a thing?!), a loud cry rang out from the thick of the celebration: ‘Mr. Ogoltsov!‘ 
I didn't have to look around for long; a friendly, warm (yet irresistible) grip encircled my left bicep, and a gray-haired big man pulled me toward the women's table, where a plump young woman sat at the head of it.
‘You taught us, didn't you? Remember me? What's my name?‘
(…well, at least I taught them "Mister," but what about her name?…)
‘May it be…  “Anush“?‘
The wild, random guess hit the mark, evoking general delight and tender pride for "our Anush"  who still manages linger in the memories of the teaching staff at the local State University. And her father, the host of the matagh, without relenting his gentle squeeze, led the identified man to the now-vacant seat at the end of the men's table, where a fresh plate and fork, a clean glass, and an unopened bottle of mulberry vodka instantly appeared, while the toastmaster was already rising with another toast about parental love and university diplomas…
Karabakhi “tutovka” (moonshine distilled from mulberries) is as potent as "ruff" (a 50/50 mixture of vodka and beer) and "northern lights" (a mixture of 200-proof alcohol and champagne, and—yes, of course—the mixture contains equal amount of each ingredient).
What I'm saying is that the rocket fuel from the aforementioned product line requires a substantial snack, incompatible with the principles of veganism, whereas at the festive feast, only bread and skewered potatoes would pass the test for veganism, and, of course, thick slices of cut watermelon. But in a stubborn show of defiance, as if even vegans were brutal machos, I gulped down the potion—with every toast—while my neighbor to the right, Nelson Stepanyan (incidentally, a double namesake of a World War II ace fighter pilot), immediately lowered the bottle into a dive over the empty glass, hiding a mischievous grin in his sky-blue eyes…
And then, somehow… well, completely… I couldn't care less about the Platanovs…
I silently picked up my backpack, with the tent and sleeping bag tied to it, and made a slow turn across the slope, seeking solitude, and there, where… well… yep, I found… swaying, but clearly controlling the process, I set up my one-person Made-in-China tent.
The last of my verticality and fading self-control went into making my way to the nearest oak tree, pressing my temple against its trunk, and peeing on the other side of its mighty girth… 
A turn around and the very first step toward the tent roughly pushed me back to slam  against the lumpy trunk…
Not opposing, with meek listlessness, my back crawled down the ragged bark to the bulging roots, where I curled  into a spent donut…
Submurging into pitch black, the twilight of consciousness thickened ahead of the darkness of the approaching night… The tiny circle of the closing in horizon rocked and swirled cruelly, an irresistible tsunami of vomit splashed up… but I still managed to roll onto my side and, bracing myself on a shaky elbow, puked over a gnarled root… and only then I collapsed back onto the sharp edges of the bark, which dug into  my nape…
Do fish get seasick?
~ ~ ~
Amidst the cold and darkness, I, stiff and numb, was awakened by an uncontrollable shudder of chills.
It took me a while to regain my ability to walk upright. But gradually, I hobbled back to the tent itself, adding deeply felt groans along the way into the eerie howls and satanic laughter of the jackal packs, in their unleashed cacophony on the nearby slopes.
That night was the first to rub my nose in the distinct possibility of not making it to the coming morning. Overwhelmed by terror, tormented by sharp claws (which my ribs couldn't ward off), I hid,  waiting for the dawn—as if it were salvation…
It finally came, but no relief arrived, nor did my whimpering, puppyish and pitiful, help in the least. However, I had nothing  left in me to hold it back; to counter the feel of being turned inside out, drained by soul-withering nausea.
But then, if I've somehow survived a night like this (my mind was beginning to form a shaky blueprint), means the local Oecumene of the adjoining Cosmos must still need me for something… First, I have to come to my senses, gather myself back together, at least with what's left…
Inventory revealed the absence of upper denture.
I made my way to the Oak, squatted down, and stupidly poked a twig into the caked puddle of vomit in the fork of the roots. Nope… not here, the try missed… I need to keep my eyes open… come on, you must be able! I believe in you!…
My gaze crept, with effort, up and forward. Aha!
Yesterday, the onslaught of the farewell nocturne potpourri was so strong that the plate leaped over the puddle and spent a peaceful  night half a meter further on—on a moss bedding: jackals don't need it, equipped with their own teeth, and the other gluttonous riffraff of woods would but go without a piece of plastic worth 20,000 AMD…
~ ~ ~
The rest of the day I spent flat as a pancake, under an Elm tree  nearby the tent. I could barely crawl along, following the shadow of the tree's crown—like that woodlouse hiding behind a gnomon stuck up from the sundial's disk…
Ah, how truly it's said: "You should drink less!" However—and I've already tried to explain this to someone, I don't remember who namely—my braking system has its own views on the golden mean concept, which makes me gulp down as much as they fill…
Besides, on that languid yesterday, it dawned on me with rigid clarity that the proximity of the long-lived dendrorelic is anything but conducive to serene, gentle contemplations of mind filled with peace… not a scrape of the thing…
The distant hubbub of mataghs, taking shifts under the Sycamore (though not each one  accompanied by a KAMAZ truck loaded with a stack of tables), as well as cows strolling to and fro the trough under the perverted spring, under the watchful eye of underage shepherds, disgustedly eager to converse with the stranger sprawled exhausted beneath the Elm Tree; as well as random passersby, as well as those riding horseback along the path (which turned out to be slightly higher, but too close to the same Elm), glancing back in amazement at the alien-purple hue of the Chinese-made synthetics, and to top it all off, crowning this entire pyramid of inconveniences, a hangover of the utmost severity, single-mandate voted for  a radical change in the location of my annual breakout to freedom…
Taking the above into account, it was only this morning, while readying a bottle of spring water for the pending trek, that I took a closer look at the tree,  to report back to you in my next email.
Indeed, one millennium isn't enough—to grow that big. The giant's lower branches, with their sweep, would easily pass for century-old trees, but no alternative to growing horizontality has forcibly reshuffled their cards.
The enormous trunk, upholding this entire grove, easily measures about forty meters in circumference. True, there's a crevice in its base, where the stream of water from the queer spring flows into (isn't that where the secret of the tree's longevity lies?). And the gap is perfectly large enough for a rider to enter, if he bends close to the horse's neck… 
I, too, entered the tree through the same crevice, but on foot, to find myself inside a twilight grotto. The light seeping in from the outside—through the entrance and the opposite exit—brought only the meager remainder of light from the dense shadows beneath the centuries-old canopy.
The chill, unwelcoming dimness filled the air… Scattered around were chunks of flat stone—a sparse causeway, allowing one to reach, without sinking into the soil, the slightly off-centered box of a massive barbecue, made of weathered sheet steel, welded clumsily. The rusty rods of the thick reinforcement legs sank into the water-soaked floor…
Uneven layers of melted wax, bristling with the remains of countless candles, filled the box to the brim and, spilling over the edges, froze in smooth streaks along its sides…
Like a Cenozoic insect slathered in the resin of pine cordaites… but the seas are too far away, and there's no chance of turning into a treasured piece of amber… so it stuck there, acting a grill.
From the dreary dampness of the interior prompted to leave and  return to the warmth of a clear morning.
So I did, loaded myself with the trekking gear, and strode away, sending a farewell glance to the celebrated Platanus, aka Sycamore, smirking at the hideous knife wounds. The deed of seekers for immortality by  marring any landmark that comes their way, with their initials, dates, and symbols, currently in fashion among the damn dimwits.
The marks from older scars crept higher, pulled up by the bark, to about five or six meters. The topmost ones, inflicted on the tree a couple of centuries ago, had blurred, tangled by the silent passage of time into patches of vague outlines across the uneven ripples of bark, slowly dragging the idiots’ labor lost upward, toward inevitable oblivion…
~ ~ ~
The prospect of retracing (albeit downhill) the path that two days earlier had led to the long-lived celebrity somehow didn't appeal to me. A trek along the ridge of "tumbs" (as they call the rounded mountains in Karabakh, stretching in undulating, smooth chains of ridges covered with grass and forest, unlike the taller "lers", whose bare rock peaks jut into the sky) seemed far more tempting.
Such a maneuver would eliminate the need to descend into the Karmir Shuka valley, from where I'd have to trudge back uphill to the village of Sarushen.
For all the reasons just outlined, I turned onto a barely discernible path that curved right up the steep slope—without the slightest idea whether my cunning plan was even feasible.
However, if there is a path, it will eventually lead somewhere. I'd wager that any common sense would uphold the idea behind this conclusion. 
So I walked, not knowing where, inhaling the delicious aroma of the mountain herbs, admiring the motionless waves of tumbs bathed in the sun and the vast expanse of the soft green haze, all in anticipation of the unlimited beauty and the boundless view’s immensity that would spread out in all directions when I’d climb up the crest of the ridge. 
And the infinity, of course, didn't disappoint, and with its unique inexpressibility, it put to shame the most refined of Turgenev-Bunin's epithets, as well as the most exquisite brushstrokes of Saryan-Aivazovsky…
Against this incomparable backdrop, the path merged into a narrow road, climbing from nowhere up the slope of a nearby tumb, from whose  forest descended the tiny—at such a distance—specks of a pair of horses, two people, and a dog…
We met about ten minutes later. The horses scraped the rocky road with the tops of three- and four-meter-tall young trees, their branches cut off—the thick ends of their whips tied to the backs of the draft animals. 
Two boys, seen over by a burly gampr, were transporting home a supply of energy-bearing heat for the winter. 
A little deeper into the forest, I encountered another group of woodcutters: three horses, the same number of men, but no dogs. We greeted each other, and I asked how I could reach Sarushen along the tops of the tumbs.
The man, wearing a once-red shirt that had been bleached white for years, his skull, jutting from the collar, in tightly stretched skin brown from the sun, replied that, having heard of that path,  he'd never walked it himself. He added though, that in about three hundred meters I'd meet an old man with one eye who was chopping there, that’s who should know for sure…
Having walked the distance prescribed in the instructions, I prepended as many  meters more, but still the sound of an axe was not heard; the old man must have been taking a smoke break, or dozing, or, maybe, he was munching on his bread and cheese, his back to the road…
Long before reaching the top of the tumb, the road disappeared, spilling into half a dozen paths. I chose the steeper one, but it soon vanished without a trace…
All around me was a dense, untrodden mountain forest, where walking on foot isn't enough, and, out of good old, genetically ingrained habit, you grab onto tree trunks (the further you go, the more often). I admit,  despite all its health benefits, this type of recreation, is pretty tiring.
Then I thought about it deeper and rejected the idea of ​​a head-on storming the summit, opting instead for a flank approach, combined with gradual ascent, in the hope I wouldn't miss the saddle to pass onto the next tumb in their chain. 
(…having a plan is a great relief; you stop racking your brain and just go along, mind pleasantly free. 
Yes, I agree that things don't always go according to plan. However, that's not a big deal. You stop to figure out—no, this isn't going to work, I need to do something else. 
You make a new plan, and—off you go. The upside is that your head is free again.
However, I wouldn't advise whistling: what if you're on a reconnaissance mission? And anyway—you never know… Money, for example, can be whistled away. There's a saying along that line…)
And suddenly a strange sense of change washed over me. The familiar sounds of the summer forest had vanished somewhere, a vague twilight dimmed the light,  erased the not too frequent sunny patches piercing down to tickle the moss on the roots, or swing lying on the leaves of bushes between the trees…
What's going on, man? Is there clouds gathering, like, a flash mob, or something?
Casting a quick glance around, I spotted the cause: instead of giant beech trees—with sparse undergrowth of occasional beech saplings around their bases—I was midst a dense thicket of similar trees, their crowns converging at a height of four to five meters into a leafy mass impenetrable to the sun's rays. This added an uncanny otherworldly echo to the phenomenon of natural growth.
After all, we all have that childish fear of running into a wood goblin or a stray kikimora, instilled in us by cartoons…
Then something compelled me to look around and lock eyes with the gaze of an animal, intently studying… a jackal? A dog?… Ah-ha!… Oh, no!… Look at that broad tail… A fox, of course, or maybe a vixen… still young, never encountered hunters…
‘Hello, Fox. I'm not a Prince. And I'm not young. Go on to your destination.’
I moved on, dodging long strands of web, avoiding thorny bushes whenever possible, and pushing through where I had no choice. The Fox kept up… 
I wonder who started this malarky, and why, about animals being unable to withstand the human gaze? Just stare at them, as if to say, ‘I'm a famous actor! From a circus dynasty! Try moving just a hair, and I'll tame you in all respects!’ And they  at once  would humbly avert their eyes.
But no way! Total nonsense!…
So we walked on. Sometimes, to demonstrate my advanced culture, like a well-mannered fellow traveler, I'd turn to him with a passing remark, out of politeness. But he remained silent. At some point, I untied my backpack and pulled out a piece of bread.
At first, he seemed unsure how to approach it, but then he gobbled it up in two gulps flat, like a junky boa constrictor with a Tempo Dust container–the guy’s preferred substance at doing drugs–never taking his eyes off me.
Or perhaps you're making plans to hunt the donor? Don't afterburn, partner, we don't need to rush…
And only when ahead there widened a sunny clearing the beast begin to glance to sides and soon faded into the wood thicket. Farewell, Young Fox of the Young Forest!
The view from the clearing informed that I'd nearly completed the circle around the summit, but somewhere along the way, the passage onto the next bumb was overlooked. Below me, the cliffs were sheer, and in the distance loomed a pair of dilapidated roofs, noticed back at the approach to the forest, shortly before consulting with the woodcutters.
That's it! I've had enough of searching for imaginary paths. But where is the descent to the real, abandoned village of Skhtorashen?…
Soon,  among the cliffs, there turned up a path revolving downwards. It led me into a mulberry grove of two-hundred-year-old Mulberries, from where I walked to the village spring of impossibly delicious water—the one by Old Sycamore can’t hold a candle to it!
After the spring there followed 30 meters of a street cobbled with hefty boulders and rocks to connect 2 houses drown in the jungle of blackberries up to their rooftops.
The street ended abruptly, transformed into a barely discernible track in the grass across the slope that curved into the Karmir Shuka valley. 
(…the village of Skhtorashen was abandoned before the Karabakh War of the 1990s, so its houses weren't burned down, and the tin roofs survived to rot under the blackberry wraps.
The village that once stood here fell, like many others, victim to the Soviet leadership's senile decision "On the Resettlement of Residents of Highland Settlements to Lowland Areas". 
At that moment, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics became already over seventy years old and commenced slipping into senile slumber—dementia knows no mercy, even  political systems are doomed to repeat the life cycle of man, their creator.
The ever-accommodating authorities of the then Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Region, like other political entities in the Caucasus Mountains, slavishly carried out the directive of their deranged Big Brother and destroyed more than one village.
That is, with all due respect for those over 70, I'll refrain from attending their "We’re Classy and Sage!" club parties…)
Climbing down the long slope, incurably faithful to Bolshevik traditions, I tried a couple of shortcuts, at least a little bit! However, both detours ended in deep gorges and sheer cliffs, so the highway waited for me precisely where I'd left it two days earlier—near the "Platan Tnchreni" snack bar and pavilion.
(…fate gently leads the humble child, but drags the impudent ones with attitude by their hair, both to the very same destination…)
~ ~ ~
After a couple of spacious serpentine bends, the highway settled into a rigidly straight course toward the pass from the vast Karmir Shuka valley.
Along the tilted roadside, I trudged through the repulsive, yet—strangely enough!—somehow alluring stench of overheated asphalt.
Panting, drenched in sweat, I walked and walked and walked through the heat.
The straps of my backpack shifted more and more frequently, in search  for a place where they wouldn't hurt so much…
Hopelessly… A couple of steps later, their fangs sank sharply back, right down to the bone, cutting with the full weight of my pack and gear.
The salt of sweat ate at the mucous membranes of my eyes, which had forgotten to frisk about, looking for new delights in the enchanting beauty of nature.
What? Who would but flutter  around, little birdies?!
Their dulled gaze slid along the dusty, coarse asphalt, barely managing to bounce aside from under my scuffed army boots, that kept pressing my slowly lengthening shadow into the pavement.
But still, my gaze occasionally shot up of its own accord, hoping to glimpse, through the stinging drops on my eyelashes, the saving shadow of a tree by the road… Although I knew 100% that such miracles weren't expected anywhere before the pass.
I made two attempts to deviate from the straight line and quench my thirst with the blackberries growing along the base of the road embankment. But I couldn't spot any there. It looks like we're in for a blackberry crop failure this year…
(…though, let's hope it was just a barren stretch I just happened to stumble upon, because I hate sowing even justified panic…)
And again, along the inexorably tilted asphalt, the boots on my feet walked and walked and walked… further… higher…
~ ~ ~
To develop any, at least tentative skills of foresight (looking into the future is sometimes useful, as long as you don’t abuse the thing but observe moderation, overdoing is not good, you know), look for no better coach  than the mountains. They are the second to none…
When the straight line of the endless climb ended at the pass, and turned into horizontal curves, slavishly obedient to the dictates of the terrain in thexxx caravan of tumbs wandering away from the wide valley, I could already predict (and not just easily, but with certainty) how, half an hour later, the road would finally melt into the distance (if you watch not leaving this here spot) where the indistinct speck of me (who is still right here—see? it’s me, I am here) will take the final turn, disappearing  behind the outermost slope of that far off tumb over there…
And another fifteen minutes later, half a kilometer short of the village of Sarushen, located among further tumbs, I will leave the highway and take a dirt road in a subtle slant down to the very bottom of the local valley, created by the Varanda River. And there all will definitely be fine: you may enjoy  shade to your heart’s content under the trees nearby a spring of cool water on the basalt bank of the river…
My prediction came true to a T, and when the dirt road reached a shallow ford over a pebbly stretch, so that on the other side it would begin the steep climb to the village of Sarkisashen, two kilometers further on, I split ways with the road and walked along a tunnel—living, rustling, long—through the thicket of  Hazel. The far end of the tunnel duly opened onto a flat (rarely met in  mountains) field along a bend in the river, skirting a giant tumb on the opposite bank…
Imagine a football stadium where the grass has been replaced by a broad-leaved forest, and the entire arena suddenly reared up, almost vertical. And beneath the hooves… well, that is… and at the foot of the tumb, the Varanda River roars…
Because of so great gradient, the treetops don't screen each another, but climb up in alternating  rows. Moreover, every treetop has its own unique shade of green, one of its two hundred—slightly different from the other 199.
Can you visualize this whole daydream? If so, then you'll easily spot me here, too. There I am—lying under a gnarled Walnut tree by the field, waving my hand—just in case…  I stretch luxuriously out over a thick bedding of leaves, fallen  who knows how many years back—dry, fine, brittle softness.
Ahoy, here am I! Enjoying the orgy of the green stream, gently flowing up the postament beyond the river. I watch the bright blue sky and the Walnut’s catches of the flying disks of sunlight (sent by the slightly rustling breeze) with its long green palms of leaves. Some dextrous catcher!…
It's so damn wonderful—just to live, stretched out like this, your nose pointed into the sky, and thinking about this or that, or something absolutly other…
Cool! Everything's fine… Well, at most, it, maybe, nags a little  that there's no one around, no one to share this beauty with…
(…damn! Forget it! I never said that… the circumstance not  new to me, on the contrary, I’ve used that moments of the kind only happen when I'm alone.
The main thing is to keep my megalomania in check, not allow it  a tiniest peep, or twitch, or try at coming up with a sabotage idea (quite harmless, by its appearance). Like, the more space allotted to a person, the higher their significance and rank… But if we start talking in terms of the Table of Ranks, then—get lost! O, Lord, keep me out!…)
. .. .
A long time ago, I happened to be leafing through a glossy German magazine, or rather, the remnants of one, in a rather tattered state. The cover story survived intact to tell me—who speaks practically no German—about Mr. Herzog, the owner of a large chemical concern.
(One of those lords who consider it below themselves to meddle in political games; they leave this rat race to presidents, prime ministers, rival parties, and so on. However, the slightest turn of the steering wheel within their fiefdoms determines the entire political course of Germany (at that time not yet reunited with the GDR).
The article was full of colorful photographs, on the double-page spread: a close-up of Herr Herzog, with  his personal park in the background: a two-hectare lawn: grass trimmed with a comb, pedicured trees from the century before last; a couple of grandchildren, blond herzoglets in curls, shooting arrows between two trees – under his left ear – like cupids from Robin Hood's gang.
His ancestors, wandering Jewish peddlers, walked the entire Silk Way, back and forth, They brought in Chinese consumer goods to sell to feudal dukes, barons, and other titled bandits of the Middle Ages. And those barbaric scum inflicted all sorts of atrocities and torture on the side-curling traders.
Well, and now he's living it up, the kingpin, yes… the monarch of a major industrial kingdom. But is he happy? Doubt crept in, looking closely at Herr Herzog's frayed expression, in the middle of his well-groomed, paid-for-by-the-pains-of-ancestors-and-personal-merits park…
Okay, let's leave all these royals to royals, but what about me?
Am I happy, stretching out my legs in the welcoming shade of a leafy canopy, being fanned by a breeze, savoring the bliss of the sweet coolness… have I omitted anything?… and then, probably, about the strings of streams babbling… but that's not the point, the main thing is—wow! What a fucking estate! Just look at that stunning field, with waist-high grass, and it's full of hefty, fist-sized, thorny balls of a pretty bluish tint, spiky like maces, and that Camelot-like postament over the mountain stream, as tall as the high-rise buildings that grow along the highway from Kyiv to Boryspil Airport…
What more do you need to be happy, huh?
The question is certainly interesting if you think about it closely… It's a pity my backpack doesn't have a door with a mirror, otherwise I'd be diagnosing myself based on the expression of this here smug mug.
~ ~ ~
This heaven on earth came my way six years ago, when the Ministry of Education of the Mountainous Karabakh Republic—a newly independent, self-proclaimed, but never recognized state—
(… yes! I don't argue! A couple of mayors from distant hemispheres responded, their political underweight excusing their irresponsible behavior. Wise powers don't look for trouble: "You, my dear, are right on all counts: legal, moral-ethical, ethnographic, seismic-futurological, but you don't have a single drop of oil in your territories, so go away, my dear, we're busy…")
—set up a sort of pioneer tent camp at this spot for schoolchildren from Stepanakert.
Satenik worked there for two camp shifts. Back-to-back. I made an attempt (beforehand and rather timidly) to suggest leaving our dearest children under my paternal supervision, including free guardianship…
Predictably, the initiative was met with the appropriate snort… I wouldn't say I was particularly insistent, but it was still a pretty clear demonstration of goodwill on my part, wouldn't you say?
As a result, Ashot and Emma had to spend almost the entire summer under their mother's wing: two camp shifts—from bell to bell—in groups appropriate to their age and gender.
And the eldest child in the family, Ruzanna, a day or two after the camp opened, passed her second-year exams at the local State University and went to join them, taking on the position of self-proclaimed Pioneer Leader. 
With the collapse of the Soviet Union, this position was long gone, and Pioneers were no longer to be found except in the imperishable masterpieces of Soviet cinema… However, I am always ready to offer my condolences to the immediate families of any force majeure that inadvertently cropped up in the way Ruzanna's moving along toward her chosen goal…
So, for the entire camp, she became the Pioneer leader. The deceased position, of course, wasn't listed on the payroll, but Ruzanna didn't care; the important thing was that it worked out according to her wishes…
Left alone at home, after only a couple of weeks of single life, I was dead tired of the unusually dense silence on all sides.
What happened next happened spontaneously, unplanned, without seeing to proper preparation…
Late one evening, leaving my place of residence, I headed towards the village of Sarushen. On the way out of town, I bought a pack of cookies and loose candy (200 grams) from a small shop-or, sooner, a  booth near the Truck-Maz bridge.
(…at that stage of my personality growth, I had already reached the level of realization that the joy of meeting a dad should be reinforced: the sweeter, the better…)
On foot, and hitchhiking, I managed to cover the twenty-odd kilometers to the village. But I couldn't make it before dark, which it was when I arrived at the camp.
Right on this very spot where I'm lying now stood the camp Director, Shavarsh's folding stool with a canvas seat, on which no one but himself dared sit—the monarch's throne isn't meant for just anyone’s ass.
On the wide trunk of this Walnut Tree, even then split already by a lightning strike, hung a bright single light bulb, powered by an issuing  motherly, almost inaudible purr, electric generator tucked behind the tree. The dense darkness insatiably sucked away the yellow light spilled onto a pair of long tables of sheet metal. They formed a dashed line of 2 pieces  to mark the edge of the field. On either side of each, narrow backless benches of the same chilly material stood, their legs
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