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	The American writer F. Scott Fitzgerald once wrote a remarkable story called “The Curious Case of Benjamin Button and Other Jazz Age Tales.”
In it, the main character’s life flows in reverse — from old age to childhood.

	At first glance, it seems impossible… until it happens to you.

	Well, it happened to me.

	The thing is, the older I become, the more clearly I feel like a child.

	Is that good or bad?
Who knows…
But for some reason, I’m convinced: even if we live “in reverse,” like Benjamin Button, time doesn’t stop.
It simply changes direction. Somewhere out there, in higher realms, time doesn’t move clockwise or counterclockwise.
It simply is. And… slowly contracts.

	Think about it: the Roman Empire decayed over centuries, while the Soviet Union collapsed in just two or three years.

	We ourselves constantly shape the form and meaning of time.
Some chase after it, some run ahead, but most try to keep pace.
Because deep down, we all fear the moment our time shrinks to a single point — and we vanish into darkness, like the boy in Fitzgerald’s tale.

	So what should we do with this elusive, unstoppable time?

	Nothing at all.
Just treat it the way we once treated the best days of childhood — honestly, and tenderly.

	And if, one day, the hands of your clock begin to move backward, know this: Benjamin Button says hello.
And it’s your turn to share your own strange stories — like I did.

	Then, with every second ticking back into the past,
the trees will grow taller,
we will grow smaller,
the stars will come closer,
and the ships at sea will seem more magnificent.
Our fathers — funnier.
Our mothers — younger.

	Tick! We're seventeen again…
Yes! Already ten…
Tick! Tock! Let’s ask to sit together at the same desk?

	Tick! Tock! Ladybug, fly to the sky — your children are eating cutlets up there!

	Tick! Tock! Tick! Tock! Hooray! I just molded our Homeland out of plasticine!

	In childhood, we love and hate at once.
We fight until we bleed to prove who's stronger.
We might kill for a candy and give away everything for a friend.
We pray to sand idols and worship toy gods…

	And all of it — absolutely all of it — will repeat in adulthood.
But the dreams, the battles, the gods — they will never again hold such meaning.

	Because we are the molded replicas of our childhood lives.
Beautiful, yes…
But still — copies.

	These stories of mine are about that.

	About the sources of good and evil.
About returning to where we came from.
About that hidden side of childhood — the one teachers and parents never saw —
where our first, most terrifying, and most beautiful discoveries still remain…

	Our plasticine gods.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The Springboard

	Time of childhood prayers
Smells of linden blossoms
And an empty doghouse.
The time of childhood prayers —
Is full of battles,
Where you can tell who’s a hero, and who just trembles...

	July 1970 poured so much heat onto the city streets that it seemed to push everyone into the river for one giant communal swim.
That summer, the beaches were crammed with bodies exhausted by the scorching sun.
But we didn’t go there.
Each of us — eight-year-old boys from the city outskirts — was hopelessly loyal to our favorite games.
We raced through back alleys on our Orlyatko bikes, competing in reckless riding and scaring the grandmas.

	That memorable evening, we were still riding late into the dusk. The shadows grew thicker, the park emptied out, but we kept circling like satellites.

	I was the first to notice we were being watched.
Behind the children’s metal slide, leaning against a tree, stood a man.
As soon as our eyes met, he stepped out of the shadows.

	Tall. Broad-shouldered.
Bald, with deeply set anxious eyes, thin reddish mustache, and a heavy jaw.
He wore a white shirt and light checkered pants. A hefty ring gleamed on his pinky.
His voice was low and deliberate:

	— Hey, boys! Nice ride! — he stroked the handlebar of my bike.
— When I was a kid, we didn’t have these… Want to play a game?

	There was something unsettling in his tone, and we silently, almost instinctively, turned our bikes toward the park exit.

	— Wait! You misunderstood…

	He quickly stepped in front of us, lit a cigarette, and exhaled the smoke ceremoniously through his nostrils.

	— You’re the actors. I’m the audience. You perform — I pay.

	— What kind of game is this? — I couldn’t hold back.

	He walked over to the slide, slapped the shiny slope with his palm and said:

	— You need to ride your bike up this thing. Whoever makes it — gets 60 karbovanets.

	We froze.
Sixty!
Enough for two brand-new Orlyatko bikes and some ice cream to spare!

	But no one dared attempt the climb — the height was too daunting, and the chance of falling from that two-meter slope was real.
Still… sixty karbovanets was sixty karbovanets.

	— Are you serious? — asked Ihor Kolesnykov, my desk mate at school.

	The man pulled a thick wad of cash from his pocket.
I had never seen so much money in my life.

	— So? Who’s first?

	Two of the boys rode off immediately.
Only three of us remained: me, Ihor, and another kid we called Haidan.

	In minutes, my friends were part of the 60-karbovanets challenge.
There were two slides, so Ihor and Haidan could compete simultaneously.
While they clanged and crashed off the metal after each failed attempt, I stood to the side, unsure whether to join.

	Who was this guy? Why did he want this?
He'd probably cheat us… maybe throw us a tenner at best.

	And there he stood, on the slide’s platform, taunting the young daredevils:

	— Come on! The crowd’s cheering for you! Oh no, who taught you to ride? Weaklings! Again!

	The next try ended badly: Haidan bloodied his face.
He wiped his tears, got on his bike, and left.
Ihor stopped too.

	The man, now stroking his money, looked down at us with disdain:

	— What’s wrong? Chickening out? You think money comes easy? You gotta earn it! Cowards don’t play hockey! Huh?

	Ihor lowered his eyes and shook his head.

	— But the money’s right here! — the man waved the bills.
— One run, and you’ll get yourself a foreign bike. Or maybe break your spine… ha-ha!

	I felt sick.
What did he want? Why this cruelty?

	We silently got on our bikes.
But then — a strong hand grabbed my seat.

	— What? My young friend doesn’t want 60 rubles?

	— Let go of me!

	— Don’t want the cash?

	— No.

	— Coward! Your friends are braver… Go ahead! Maybe mommy will give you ice cream money...

	He acted like a child, yet made my skin crawl.
It felt like he’d already won. But won what?
Three kids tricked into a grown man’s game?

	— So, little ones? Saddle up? Or shall we keep playing?

	— Let’s play, — I said.

	Why?
I didn’t know. But one thing mattered — my crushed dignity.
It lay in the dust, calling me to act.

	— Stas, don’t do it… — Ihor pleaded.
— Let’s just go…

	But I already knew — I would play.
Not for the money.
For Ihor. For Haidan’s broken face. For myself.

	The race began.
Everything blurred.
Only the gleaming metal slope loomed ahead in the lamplight —
Tall. Almost unreachable. A springboard to nowhere.

	Attempt… failure…
Again…
Speed…
Nine…
Up — down…
Twelve…
Made it!!!
Boom! Take that, fascist!

	For a moment, I stood at the top.
And there he was below — with confusion on his face…

	A moment of triumph. Then — the fall.
Darkness. Light.
Stars spinning in a carousel…

	…I found the 60 karbovanets in my shirt pocket inside the ambulance.
They were rushing me to the ER with a fractured collarbone.

	When did he put the money there?
No one knew.
Ihor said the man vanished right after I fell.

	We split the money equally.
But we rarely spoke of that day.
It felt… unpleasant.
We never saw the bald man again.

	But what happened that evening burned itself into memory.
And even now, I ask myself:
Who was he? And why did he do it?

	There is no answer.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	A Cockroach’s Suite

	I wish I could see Childhood just once…
I’d take it by the hand,
Lead it away from prying eyes,
And tell it everything.

	A wall with damp, peeling whitewash.
A long, narrow mirror with a diagonal crack — like a corridor built for cockroaches.
A black shelf cluttered with the scattered belongings of a modest tenant.
An oval drain with a rusted grate, always clogged with tea leaves and random debris.

	One day I’ll shove one of our tenants’ faces in there.
All so squeaky clean — dressed in suits, but leaving filth at every step…

	Mom calls this stinky place the bathroom.
I don’t argue. Let her.
But I hung a note on the door myself: “Single Suite for Cockroaches.”

	By the way, one of the three tenants who move into my childhood room twice a year — I nicknamed him Cockroach.
The other two — Bedbug and Cricket.
Cockroach is the worst.
He’s always trimming his black mustache in front of the mirror, muttering,
“Damn, the Caucasus has grown back under my nose…”

	Oh, how I hate when Cockroach flops down on the couch next to Mom, flashes his horsey teeth, and starts whining:

	— Dearest Klavdia Andriivna! I hate to ask again… but could we be a little noisy tomorrow? Some colleagues are dropping by… You know, we rarely see each other… All within legal limits, of course. We’re future lawyers, after all! And of course not till morning, don’t worry! Oh, thank you! You’re an amazing woman…

	Truthfully, I don’t mind the guests — as long as they leave me alone.
The “Suite for Cockroaches” is the only place in our ex-communal flat where I can write.
But when the tenants party, even that becomes off-limits…

	They storm the kitchen to smoke and argue loudly about some nonsense that knocks me off track.
Lecturers. Laws. Some girl’s skirt…
Typical student blabber.

	And now, the whole cockroach crew is arguing about something idiotic again:
“Why don’t correspondence students get a scholarship?”
Just shut up already — I won’t finish my poem for the New Year school party at this rate…

	…Someone yanked the door handle hard. Ha! It's hooked shut.

	— Hey, Mayakovsky, didn’t shoot yourself in there, did you?
That’s Cockroach.

	— Arkasya, leave the kid alone…
That’s Cricket. I respect him. They say he fought in Afghanistan.
Although, maybe he’s lying. A guy with crutches and a red star came to our school once — he seemed legit.

	— Back off…
Cockroach again, to Cricket.

	— Listen, Mayakovsky… Man to man… Our lady’s got a little problem — needs to rinse her eyes. You’re a gentleman, right?

	I flung the door open.
Cockroach, Cricket, and a red-haired girl were smoking.
Another girl — in a short black dress and red boots — was covering her right eye and looking at me apologetically:

	— Sorry… may I just rinse… something got in my eye…

	I stepped aside, letting her in.
And then — a strawberry scent. Divine.
Must be those “Dzintars” perfumes Mom always dreams about…

	… I watched her gently rinse her face, letting only the tips of her fingers touch the stream.
Suddenly, I felt shame — and a crushing sense of insignificance.

	She was pale as milk, with hair the color of black tea. Beautiful. Serene. She made this grimy little bathroom — mine — look even more filthy, more cluttered.

	The mildew on the cement, the stench, the cockroach colonies on the walls — this was my world.
And now, in it — a word popped into my head — a fragrant flower.

	… I must’ve looked ridiculous, gawking at her so openly that Bedbug smirked and whispered to Cockroach:

	— I think the kid’s already undressed her… with his eyes, huh?

	Honestly, I didn’t care about their jokes. But… I really liked looking at that girl — Innochka, I heard them call her.

	So when she looked up, face freshly washed and even more beautiful — I blurted out:

	— I… uh… wait… I have a… towel… clean one…

	Innochka shook her head. A few droplets sprayed my cheek. I bolted to the dresser for the towel.

	For the first time, our apartment seemed enormous…

	Racing back, I prayed she hadn’t used the old, damp rag hanging by the mirror…

	She took my towel.
With a shy smile, fluttering her fluffy lashes, she gently touched my cheek — the left one:

	— Thank you, kitty. What would I do without you?

	Kitty?!
That was too much.
Me — a kitty?!
Mom always says I’m just a question mark. Nothing more.
I’ve never liked mushy stuff that makes you feel like a baby.

	But… her touch was so warm.

	Soon, the cockroach crew headed back to their room.
The redhead — I think her name was Rita — declared:

	— Bravo! That’s how real gentlemen act. Unlike some… ahem… lawyers…

	Now I could finally retreat to my “Suite for Cockroaches” and write.
But I couldn’t focus.
The strawberry scent still lingered, and my cheek still remembered her hand.

	And then… something unfamiliar filled my chest.
A strange heat that dried my lips and dampened my forehead.

	I desperately wanted to grow up — and be handsome.
Or at least… be Cockroach.
Because he was probably next to Innochka now…

	I think I fell asleep with my head on the page — untouched by my pencil.

	— Lord, another night with cockroaches… — that’s Mom.
— What will you do in class? Wash up and eat!

	— The tenants left?

	— Cockroach is home. Why?

	— Oh… nothing…

	Dressed and combed, I was polishing my shoes.
And then I saw, next to Cockroach’s boots — red ones.
The same ones Innochka wore yesterday.

	She… stayed?!
With Cockroach?!

	I didn’t want to imagine her near him, whispering,
“You’re so… unusual…”

	But maybe… maybe they’re not her boots?
She wouldn’t…
She’s so kind, so pretty…

	Maybe with Cricket…?

	…I shuddered.
Weird sounds came from the tenants’ room.
Like singing — muffled, like under a pillow.

	The voice was familiar…
Again.
And again…
Louder. Quieter…

	What was going on in there?

	Without thinking, glancing both ways, I bent toward the spot only I knew — a gap between the lock and the door panel…

	I squinted — and took in the whole room.

	I saw… the tall headboard.
Above it, a naked body — rising and falling.
Cockroach’s.
He was pressing to his chest… No! It couldn’t be!

	Pale knees, almost glowing white against his hairy torso.
Those thick cockroach fingers digging into the whiteness…

	Run! Get out!

	I jumped back from the door as if burned, nearly knocking Mom down (sorry, Mom), and sprinted outside —
Gulping cold morning air.
Fresh, tasty, loud…

	It

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

