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THE RULES

At 4 sign trom the supenvisor, a girl in the front
row rose to her feet and went over to press the
metal switch, Three unshaded elecine bulbs flood-
ed the study room with white hgho Tt was so dark
that reading had been almost impossible for some
nme, but the rules were strict: i October the hghits
came on at six-thirty 1 the evening and not a mo-
ment sooner. Helen waited ten more mmutes before
making up her mnd. She’d been counung on the
light 1o dissolve the pamn she'd been feeling e her
chest sinee the mormng, but now 1 was rising like a
oppressive lamp in her throat. She recognized 1t for
exacty what 1t wass saduess: She'd felt it betore, she
knew she couldn™t fight 1t ofl. and waing would
onhy make 1t worse,

So ves, she'd go and see her consoler. Too bad if
it was only October. very carly in the school vear.
She tore halt @ page out of her rough book and



wrote onat bwant o coand see iy consoler,
Will vou come with e There didn't seem am
pomt m ostgmne i he end who read 1would know
ber huandwntimg anvwheres She tolded the piece o
paper imto cieht and wrore e recipient’s e
Milenas Thivd table by the windows,

She slipped the paper mefront of her neighbour
Viera Plasil who was dosing open-eved over her
brology texthook. The Titde note passed diserectly
from hand o fuond down the hne of tables nest 1o
the aisle where Helen wat reached the foarty table,
then sped on mviable down the mddbe Tines moved
to the Jme beade the windows, and so on 1o the
e end ot the chissroom curd Milena i the row
second from the front, The whole thing only ook
a mmnute. fowas an accepied rale among the enls:
messases st orcnbate e oand freelh and st
abwans reach then destanon, You passed them on
as 4 matter of conrser even b vou hated the e
sendime the message o the et she was writing (o,
[he boardime ~chool demanded absolute silence. so
these ittde forbidden notes were the onlv wav ol
conmunicating dorny study periods and lessons,
In over three vears at the sehiool Helen had neve
SCCH A essage o astian or conte back, Ter alone be
read by someone it wasn Cmeant tors Any el who
didd that would have pad heavily for i

Milena skimed the message. Her masses of
blonde har cascaded down her back hke a lon's
mane, Helen would have given o lot for har ike

thats but her v was short and straght ke o hoy's
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and she couldn™t do o thung with it Midena crned
and frowned. as b m disapproval, Helen knew ex-
acthy what that meant. Youre erazvt This s only
October! Last vear vou held out unal Februan?

Helen cove an ooy hide shake of her head and
marrowed ber oves, NMashe Dot T want 1o o nos.
Soare von connng or ot

Milena sighed Sothat s ol neh then,

Helen coaretudly adied Ber thines asvav tose to her
feet and crossed the roons under the curtous gaze
ob 4 dozen e, When she veached e supervisor’s
desh <he noneed thae Maiss Zeschom charee durne
the study perods B son sinedb of swear about
hers hoospie of the coldl oy torears and apper hip
shone with tnbiealthy dookime perspiratiion.

“Towant o vo and see iy consoler”” Helen
whispered,

The sapervior shovwed o sampises just opened
the large black yegster o front ot her,

“Neae!

“Domunn, Helen Dormann.” sad Heleno She
was sure the wonem knew hier name perfectdy well
and qust didn’ o want o show it

he supervisor van o greasy finger down the list
of tames and stopped on the leter BShe checked
that Heden Donaar hadn't wsed ap all her ontings
vk,

“Nery wellh Companmon”

“Hach” sand Helen, “Milena Bach”

The supervinor van her Binger ap the Bist again o
the leter Bo Nbiena Bach hadn™s gone owt as an-
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other wnd™s compamon more than three times sinee
terine beean s September. Miss Zeseh vased her
Bowad v <hivoed sueh o loud voree that hall the
vl panped CBANCHLD NUEEN AT

Nubor rose ed went to stand e ront of 1he

voovou widhnie 1o be Helen Domnann s con-

oot wonie toosee her cotmoler

e Nibena, withou iookine ot her
TRTRITS

Fhe saperveor danced a her wach, noted down
the e ona prcee of paper and then said CXPEes-
siondessh sl reatng something fearmed by heart,
“Ios now cleven minutes past s poni You st
be baok o three hoars” tme. at eleven minntes past
nine pone I crher of vou is not back, another il
sl bheopnr e the Shy and will stay there antl you
teturi Ay paricula gl vou'd ke 1o name?”

NG wud Nlena and Helen at the saane e,

Sheothar coee sard NMiss Zesch runmine her fin-
cor down the st T that case 10wl be Pancek.”

Helen telo oopanes Teowas antad 1o think of hude
Catioring Pacel i the Skyy Bae another of the
urvnten rades was that vou never proked the gl
who would be punshed imstead of vore The choiee
was et o the supervisor. OF course i she liked she
could choose the same person ten times running.
but ar feast that wan solidarie among the girls was
mantained. Nooone could be accused of deliber-
Atehy carne comeone else o saffer,

The Sky didd ot deserve s name, Far from being
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high i the anr above, the detenuon cell was under-
ncath the cellars. You reached 1 from the refectony,
down w long spiral strcase with cold water drip-
ping from the steps. The cell measured about two
by three metres, Phe walls and Hoor smelled muasty.
carthv, When the door closed behind voul all you
could do was grope vour way over to the wooden
bed. st or e on it and wait. You were alone
the darkness and silence for hours. People siaad tha
when vou wentm it vou had to ke o quick look
the top of the wall opposite the door. where some-
one had pamted the sky on the beam a pawcl of
blue sky with white clouds. Catch o ghimpse of n
betore the door closed b only tor asplit second,
and vou could tind the sength to bear the dark-
ness better without despatrimg. That was why the
place was called the Skvand whiv evervone was so
atraid of heing sent there, or even unmtentionalh
cetting someonc clse sent there,

“And vout s supper,” Miss Zeseh went on,
“Did vou dink of that?”

“Yes. Helen replicd for hoth of them,

O vou gol then” sad the supenvisor,

She wrote the date and tmie of the gnnls” outng
on then cards. stamped them and ook no maore
mmterest - the matier,

Milena went o put her things away under her
desk and then jomed Helen, who was wating for
her o the corridor. already mullled up i her hood-
cd coat. Milena ook her own coat ofb its hook.

put it on, and they both walked aong the corndor,
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which was lit on both sides by the hights from the
study rooms. They went down the worn steps o
the wide stairease 1o the ground oo Then they
followed another corridor. a dark one this ume be-
cause the classrooms were empty alter sixin the
evening. Itowas cold. The enormous cast iron ra-
diators were b turned off - had they ever worked
at all? Insilence. the girds crossed the school yard,
Helen e ront walking quickly. Milena following
with a4 gloomy look on her face.

When they reached the barred gate they went
mto the Skeleton™s Todge, as the rules vequired. The
old crow. alarmimgly <kinny and abwavs surrounded
by cloud of acrid sinckes ground her ciearette ou
-« brimming ashray and ooked at the two girls.

TNames)”

You could see the bones beneath her skin, almost
prereing her cheeks and fingers. where the blue
verns traced miricate patterns,

“Dormann.” said Helen. showing her card.
“Helen Dornann ™

The Skeleton stadied the cavd, conghed over .
and funded i back 1o her,

“What about vou’”

“Bach. Milena Baclil” said Milena, placing her
own card on the desk.

The Skeleton Tooked up with sudden miterest.
“Youre the one with the good smeing voice?”

“Laing o bit”” satd Milena cautionsly.

“Well2” the Skeleton persisted.

It was hard o make out what she was getting at

It



was 1 Jealotsy or adimiranon” O womaxture of
both) When Milena dides seple e swoent one 7S
dovou sme benter x?;‘m e, for stanee

This e 11 was oboveus el e Skelcton wae
determned 1o preh an arnmens TE don Ko
Possibiv 7 said Midena

Fhree vears mthe boarding <chool had taaeln
her low o answer the sapervisors and teachers:
sty neatrall make no positve statemients, ahwans
acree with theme Phen vou had wquae hile.

“Soovorn don't sing berer than me? Come o
et Tunve an aasaer!”

Fhe old bag of bones was dlearly out for a bit ol
fune She Bie another aearene. The toretinger and
mcddle finger of hier vieht hand were stamned vellos
by nicotine. Helen ehimeed ar the clock hangime on
e wall, They sere wasting soomiech toe!

SEodon’t know. saad Mideoo cahobhos CUve never
heard vou sine.

“And T expect vou'd Dike o7 the Skeleton SINE
pered. You'd ke o hear me <ane g htde tane bt
vou din’t dare asks s thor ”

Helen had no adea ow her friend was gomng
ro wrivele out of this, but the Sheleton broke o
hoarse baeher which quockh carned o an un-
contiollable conglune e Unabie to sy another
words she pata bundchedeap bandkeschiet i frond
of her mouth and. stll coughime stened to the enls
1o harmy up and get o

Iwas almost Tad! post sivoswhen the twn frends

were fadhy dironeh the barred care and out on the



road.

“lTotally oftf her rocker!™ said Milena,

To their right lay the small town with dimly lit
streets, to their left the old bridee, ns street lamps
and the four stone statues of armed horsemen. They
made for the brdee,

“Are vou mad at me?” asked Helen, “For missing
supper? Fmeosure my consoler will give me some-
thing for you. She cooks really delicious things.”

"I couldn’t care fess about supper.”™ said Milena.
“ICs not worth caung. U just be burnt soup this
evenig. P mad at you for wasting a visit to vour
consoler in October. You know we need at least
two to get us through winter, We'lll want them as
soon as 1t gets darker and the nights are longer.
How are you going to manage when you don't
have any left?”

Helen knew her friend was right. All she said
was, “Ldon™t know. 1 just needed one today.”

An ey drizzle made them serew up their eves.
They wrapped their coats around them and instine-
tvely moved closer together. The uneven pavement
shone below their feet, and the black, sluggish
water of the niver ran under the bridge. Milena
took Helen’s arm and heaved a deep sigh of exas-
peration. They looked at one another and smiled.
Their arguments never lasted very long.

“How does the Skeleton know 1 sing?™ asked
Milena.

“Everyone in the school knows”™ said Helen.
“lhere aren’t many good things about the place.
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Something like that gets nouced. People talk about
1.

Her mind went back o the unforgeuable after-
noon three vears carlier when she had first heard
Milena sing. Four of them, all new eirls) were sit-
ting on the steps near the velectory bored 1w wears.
There was Dorts Lemstadtc who onlv staved six
months before she fell so sick that she lelt agang
Milena and Helen. sall ae the start ot thar inend-
ship: and o tourth enl  had 1 been Vera Plasil
with her gentle blue eves! Probablv. Donis Lemistadt
had suggested passing the ume by waking turns 1o
sing songs. She started with o sone from her own
part ol the country down i the plans. The song
was about a soldier’s wife waring taithiully for her
husband. but i was clear that he was never comng
back. Dons didnt sing badlyv ac adl and the other
three clapped. quictdy not o atract attention. 1o s
torbidden 1o sing or histen (o any song not on the
svlilabus, said Rule 42 1m0 the school rudes. Helen
had followed with o comic song trom the old davs,
about the troubles of an old bachelor who didn’t
know how 1o eet on with airls, She couldn’™t re-
member all the wordse but e was fumy enough
to make her three frends Taugh especiadly the b
about a poor man whispering sweet nothings 1o a
nannv-goat. thinkime 1t was his fiancees Vera didn’t
know any sones. so missed her tune Then Milena
sat up a hule steaghter 1o expand ier chiest tully.
closed her evesoand o pure <ound Tike the notes of

A Hute rose from her throat.
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Bloco the coiond south e e boooy e e,

Fhe ather thiree Qil]\ woere astonishied. '“uj\
Badn 't knovwn aonvone could play sl her voree hke
that, modulatng o makme 1 vibrate, ingerimg on

4 note that swelled and then faded.

Bat sccecter and dearer by fur s colen b

[y /'lUl/’[(( of may b Toce e sefedy oo

foy the stupehied stence that tollonwed the Tast notes,
alb Do coudd swhisper was, “"What was that!”

"\ tradinonal folk some”

“Howas lovelh )T sad Dok

“Thank vor Helen had Gadtered,

Fhit was three vears oo, aed MNialena hadn't
ame more than halt o dozene tmes sinee.. When
she did simg e was aorare and precions gt made
when she chose 1o whoover she chose. For mstance
caie evernnig o the dormironry ot Chirnsamas ame. for
aaroup of ten gkl or ma corner of the vard just
for Helen on TE Junes as o birthday presents or Tast
Hine ot summer alternoon durime o long walk
boside the tiver. As soon as ~he (»in‘m'(i her mouth
vou el anngle down vour spines Her smiging,
cven b they didn ' inderstand the words, somchon
spoke sl ool the andss B broueht hack old
faces, and vore condd adbmost feet o hae vou thoneha
voud torvoten And abhove Al even i vou were

s whon ven heard 1 10 voeve von stirenatl and
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courage. The rumours had spread very fast: Milena
dicd mdeed sing well”, bat she revealed none of
her gift m Old Crackpot's musie lessons and chor
pracuce. Her voree was like amvone else’s then, or-
dinarv. with no special charm. Old Ma Crackpot
taught nothing but theory i music fessons, and she
made the girls sing the three authorized songs unl
thev were completely sick of them particularly the

dreadiul school SOLYT

Happy of heart and pure of soul

Diownson we ane.

Now the nwo eirls were m the middle ot the bridge,
at 1ty highest pomnt. Ahead of them m the distanee
was the hill where the consolers Tived,

“Think we'dl mect anv of the boys?™ asked
Helen.

“That readlv would surprise me!™ laughed Mhlena.
“They don't come here as often we do, everyvone
knows that. And no one but Helen Dormann would
think of visiting then consoler at this tine of the
evening iy October!™

“We might mect some coming back down, all
the same”

“Dream on! They hide in the undergrowth when
we come along! You'd hive 1o shake the branches
and shout. "Hev! Anvoune there?™

Helen burst out faughime. She was relieved to see
her friend back m o good moad,

“Do vou think the consolers hug the bovs 1002
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ST sare the do' sand Nblena, “Buae the bhoas
wouldnt admin it even under tornee

Phev starwed down Donkey Roads whnh was
stecp and poorh T You could magime Lanithios
sttt over supper mvellow Loaaphieht behind the
marrons windows and drrwny curtanes, Another
world, Somctmes vou caneht the sound ol Luwehter
or a rased vowces They passed the cobblerss He
was st closig his shop tor the nighe and wone
them oo vaeue nod without really Jookme ar thaon
Boarding ~chool sl that's wiat thiey swere o ev-
ervone, md people avorded speaking o themn. A\
the end of the voad vou came o the countmvside.
no more houses except where the consolers ived
at the very top ot the Il They stopped for o o=
ment to et then breath bhack and fook ac the town
below on dhe tar side of the mivers Now they coudd
see the ghstenime slawe roottops, the church wowers,
the roads shinme e the heht of the soect Tanpss A\
few cars were drrving aronnd. silent ar thes distance
and looking like biao pot-bellied heedes,

“Ies lovely U siehed Heden, oD seould ke the town
ot wasn 't tor. 7 She stopped. jerking her head
the huge building they had just lefe the aids” hoard-
e school on the other side ol the bridae.

“And b we condd go there now and then.™ Nhlena
frshed hier sentences pointing 1o the other huld-
e, the bovs” hoardime school @ couple of hundred
metres from the ey school

They had just et one agan along the todden
carth road when a couple of figures came round a
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bend Ingher ape The too bovs were suiding downe-
Bl fast They discppearsd Trom view for o morment
and then coone e sight aean, closer now. where
the rood beoan roomn ~teaaeh The firas oy was
b snd dan Helen nonoed the way he ooked
straneht abiead e o chadlenene wave his e chun
juttine. The wecond, who wis rounder methe face
.Hl(i \hu:f('l, It)ii;x\\\'"i o M’!il!!(! lxim. Sht‘ Sedy !1!(‘
crhy han vnder Tas capand bis Loughime eves,

SEET wnd Al o of themn o almost the same
e, and they stopped e to face i the road.

Y onte vorng unT asked e oy sl the cap,
vathor ~tupicin

Ui Helen, Then she

Wats s ross ek beret Tor sonding sarcasiios andd Lo

Slaoks ke s deean g

apodogise addeds A vone come dovwn again.”
“Thats miehn wood the bhow,

“Who was whese companion”” Helen ventared,
“Hacs OK o kT

Fhe Loy sad nothime far o couple of e
onds. fookme andeodeds and finallv made up s
mind and ponned o his raller fnends THeS
companton.

Helen gor the nupression that he was Blushing as
he nade this contossion. She liked that, Not want-
e to embarrass e she poned to Nalena and
s, A nd She's nane 7 Which nreane oy gome o
secny conseler toos s nothine to be achamed of

Fhe bov s obaoash graretul He sided,
st CWhat ane vorn tanes)”

S Helen wuad Hedens and dhis s Nilenal™
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“me Midos.” said the bhove “He's Buaotolonweo.
Were mthe torth vear, What about vou which
vear are you i’

“We're hoth i the fourth vear oo siaad Helen,

The lde comeidence amused them. Then they
diddn™t know what o wnv next, o they said noth-
me, feelne rather awkvward, The tio bovs couldn’t
bring themselves to go on down the b or the givls
to go on up s There were very fess opportimties
for the students m the two schools 1o meer ke s
it would have been stupid 1o part so quickly. Helen
noticed that Milena and Bartolomeo couldint ake
thenr eves oft cach other, and thought her friend
seemed wadrad. Looking from one o the other,
she wondered desperately what 1o sav next. Buar u
wits Midena who \Imk(’ frrst,

“We o could exchange messaves  throueh the
Skunk, couldin't we!”

Helen fele the blood rise to her Taees She had al-
wavs thought that messages debvered by the Skunk
were onhyv for the Dlth and sixthisvear students,
Milena's suguestion seemed inerediblv darime. It
was as ib she had suddents crossed o torbdden fron-
ter without warnine,

The Skunk was o wizened hade old man who
hobbled across the school vard twice o week late
m the morning on Frndavs, labonouslhv haualing
his handeart after hune Ie contamed a pile of dirty
shieets which e was taking o the laundiy i town,
As the only person who could pass freely between
both schools. he was someone of constderable -
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portance he coudd delver messases anl brne the
)"‘Ni:‘\ Pk et week or the week afters Al yon
had o dowas Teave vonr etter among the Taundn
dong with pavment a0 banknote yan envelope
o even beter Dottie of \['i!‘il\ i ])H\‘\H)!(I | i
Skunh suftered Gron ~some hnd o costie disorder
whicl wave fonappallimgdy bad bhreath, X disgusting
sancll of ot cabbaee Tut vou Thve tieires i
from b overs of he'd hardiy opened Tns mouh
Fhe poor man tied o keep this nsfortune at bay
by dnmkine Cheap catrot winch condd e honaln
fon D e the ton,

SWelse never tred e hefore T saud the tallor boa,
the one Lis brend had ealled Barolomeo “Bu dhe
older anvs sav it works

i vorce was both deep and solts amost aoman's
\(’i( [

ot wrnie onn nanes down sad Midena, She
woheadh e oplece of paper o tour

Thov o weoocbod vhen o hets Tor o e oo o

preore and haen cac b ob thie Joan coarchidh o wrote s

BN Iu‘! Pt “Z‘H:‘!;!I‘j_ o 'u::"%!i('.’ in !}H'i)‘ iflll‘.;'

enereoats e doredd o hitde shaoad of warnth o

e bl T he Teons hod Ifit'i{ collars Hll'llr\(i Hp. thie

o , . . L .
oo hod padicdd shien Loods over thenr Boeoda and

icre was ot 5;:»!]1%“;’ ol thens to be ween on et

ther b b i frcos A <hie fndedb wrnime Helen
Dyorinam the onds wchoal Bh veor Hebon Bonded
1t Nblos wirhowr feesitarme. He handed his noe
o her ot the sanse nnses and thenr Bneers tonched,

Fhev smted and prc the two saraps of paper in



thew pockets unread. Milena and Bartolomeo had
alreads exchaneed thenrs,

“We dontwant to eross inthe post,” said Milena,
alwavs practieal, “Helen and sl write tse”

“Fioe said the two bovs,

“Right.” Helen shook herselt and ook Nilena's
arm. "We're gome onup. T don™t have much time
left.”

“We'd beter get o maove on oo, said NMilos.
O were gomyg to be Jates T don™t funey sending a
Iriend to the detenuon cell”

And they rushed on downhill.

“You'll write fiste then? dhe taller bov con-
firmed, turminme back tor a4 moment.

“Is that a promise!” asked Nhlos, toretinger nvsed
as i o threaten then.

“ICs o promise!” sad the two gnds ac the same

ume. lwughing,





