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I’m sorry, I’m not very available to talk right now because I haven’t finished my rinsing of 

anything and everything yet. Irrespective of it being the weekend today, I have quite a few things 

to take care of. Raccoons always have a lot of things to take care of, and even when it seems that 

everything’s been taken care of, new things turn up right away. I diligently rinsed off my 

toothbrush after brushing my teeth, I washed off the entire set of bathtub duckies, and had 

already started rinsing the soap when I realized that it was possibly clean as it was. To make 

sure, I nevertheless examined it from all sides. It was definitely clean. Phew, that means I have a 

few minutes to tell you my story. 

 

In case you’ve never seen a real live raccoon, I just took a selfie especially for you. They say that 

taking selfies is shameful and that it’s girlie stuff. But I’m only doing it this once and no more—

honest.  

 My name’s Bo, and I don’t know why I’m supposed to rinse and wash every single little 

thing every single day. My parents say that it’s because we raccoons are rinsers and are supposed 

to always care about the cleanliness of everything imaginable. Possibly so, because my parents, 

like all the raccoons in our forest, work at SaniOperation, the factory of comprehensive rinsing. 

My dad crafts new models of dishwashers for the greatest lazy bums of the forest: the lemurs, the 

koalas, and the sloths. And my mom dreams up new soap fragrances. My favorite one smells like 
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pastries, and you can lather it into bubbles that look like hot air balloons. My mom created it 

especially for me.  

 I really love hot air balloons. That’s why I’m not just a raccoon-rinser, but also the first 

and only raccoon-aeronaut in the world. I’ve been attending the Pilot School for a week now to 

learn how to fly that hot air balloon that rises above our forest once in a while. It’s enormous and 

very pretty. That’s why I always follow it with my eyes or photograph it. 

 But, to be honest, my family isn’t thrilled with my activities: 

 “Bo, why don’t you want to enroll in the Washing Machine Repair School? Uncle Bosh 

would make a good specialist out of you!” I hear from my dad a few times a day. Sometimes he 

also suggests entering the Shower Stall Production School, where they’ve just begun 

manufacturing super-tall stalls for giraffes. There’s the School for Painting Pools with 

Underwater Glow Paint too. Dad says that those kinds of pools are very popular with the 

hippopotamuses right now. And hippopotamuses are rich and pay well, so I could make a decent 

living off this when I grow up.  

 Dad can in no way come to terms with the fact that I want to fly and not rinse.  

 “Son, all this aeronautics is so dangerous!” my mom complains every time that I head off 

to my lessons. “And what if that balloon of yours implodes somewhere midair? Or rips in half?” 

 Mom can in no way understand that aeronautics is just as safe as lathering soap bubbles. 

At least, so I thought at first.  
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After breakfast, I put on my flight jumpsuit, pulled my airborne backpack on my back, and set 

off to school. You know, the backpack of a raccoon-aeronaut is very different from that of a 

raccoon-rinser. If before I toted around all kinds of cleaning products, brushes in all possible 

shapes and sizes, and soft and abrasive sponges, then now there was a significantly more serious 

type of baggage on my back. This included a detailed map of our forest and the surrounding 

areas, various lighters and waterproof matches, a wireless radio with a set of backup batteries, 

two pairs of gloves, goggles, a notebook and pen, herbal tea in a thermos, aeronautical cookies, 

and, most valuable of all, a compass. I received it as a gift from my friend Aya. That’s why I 

walked down the forest footpath joyful and carefree, taking pride in myself and in my backpack.  

 I was rejoicing in everything around me—but first and foremost, in my new knowledge. 

In all of a week, I had learned what made up a hot air balloon and how it flew. Soon you’ll find 

out about everything in detail as well. For now, I’ll tell you quickly: all you need to do is warm 

up the air inside the envelope, filling it with heat. And the balloon will fly off because the air all 

around it is cooler. Heat always rises upward. And in order to take off, you need to be heat 

yourself. The flame from the burners isn’t enough here. That’s what our teacher Ace said at our 

first lesson. It crossed my mind that this was important, and I decided to write it down to not 

forget. I came to a stop and pulled out my notebook, in which there was barely any free space. 

And I jotted the important point down. 

 The page looked like this: 

1. Tidy up bedroom: wipe up dust, put away clothes and textbooks. 

2. Take out trash. 

3. Wash dishes: rinse plates, cups, glasses, jugs. 

4. Mop living room. 
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5. Repot cacti.  

6. Heat always rises upward. And in order to take off, you need to be heat yourself.  

And then I thought: What does that mean—to be heat yourself? To dress warmly? I have 

a warm jumpsuit. And a hat. Everything’s as it should be. Or maybe it’s when you’re sick and 

have an elevated temperature? No, maybe I messed something up.  

 

“So, friends,” said our teacher Ace, a dignified bear, the director of the Pilot School, “who can 

tell me why in the summer you can only fly in a hot air balloon early at daybreak or late in the 

evening?” 

“Because during the day the earth grows warm from the sun. Warm air can flow from it, 

which will raise the balloon up or lower it down,” replied Geo the Beaver.  

“And what’s bad about that?” Ace tried to clarify.  

“The fact that the balloon becomes un-steerable and can strike sharply against the 

ground!” I exclaimed.  

“Well done. That’s all correct. And if I nonetheless get the urge to fly a bit in the middle 

of the day? How do I plan the flight?” 

The students grew pensive. 

“In the middle of the day, you can go flying in a hang glider!” suggested Geo. 

“Or in a rocket!” added Ion the Chipmunk.  

“Mr. Ace, have you ever flown in a rocket?” came from the back rows.  
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“When I was young, I visited all the existing planets where cosmic bees make cosmic 

honey from cosmic flowers in a rocket,” Ace replied proudly.  

“Wow! That’s impressive!” My classmates didn’t hide their amazement.  

“And now? Why don’t you fly now?” 

“Could you take us the next time you go flying?” 

“Do bees really live on other planets?” 

“They what, fly in spacesuits over there?” Questions, exclamations, and laughter rained 

down, almost turning the classroom into a beehive. 

“Quiet down! True aeronauts first raise their paws and only then ask questions.” Our 

instructor tried to rein in the clamor. “There’s an entire bee galaxy named Sota. There, in the 

beehives, you can find not only ordinary honey, but also honey lollipops, honey jelly, honey 

cookies, and even whole honey cakes. But more delicious honey than our own forest honey I 

have yet to taste anywhere. And so, I don’t fly anymore. Well, and the rocket’s barely kicking 

anymore. Whoever would like to learn about cosmic honey in more detail or have a look at a 

map of the bee galaxy can come find me after class. But now it’s time for independent work.” 

The entire class sighed in unison because listening about the cosmos was a lot more 

interesting than doing your own classwork. I don’t really like written work either but always do 

my assignments diligently, and that’s why I get good grades. With hands-on assignments, things 

are more complicated. Raccoons need everything to be perfect. And I get very anxious when 

something important needs to get done. It makes my paws shake, and everyone can notice that 

I’m nervous. “Bo, why are you running back and forth?”, “Bo, get a hold of yourself!”, “Bo, 
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you’re moving around a lot unnecessarily!”, “Bo, a true aeronaut should be confident and 

calm!”: Ace always gives me similar corrections, which make me feel like a loser and make me 

start thinking that I’ll never become a pilot. It’s good that I have a friend who always cheers me 

up.  

 

“Bo, it’s not a big deal that you’re anxious and your paws are shaking. I’m confident that you’re 

the one who will become the best pilot in your class,” says my friend Om. He’s a mole and a 

little nearsighted, but that doesn’t get in the way of our being friends. After all, all moles have 

poor eyesight. That’s just as normal as the fact that all raccoons work at SaniOperation, the 

factory of comprehensive rinsing. Other than me, of course.  

“Why do you think so?” I tried to clarify. 

“That’s obvious! Raccoon the Pilot sounds a whole lot better than Beaver the Pilot, 

Chipmunk the Pilot, Porcupine the Pilot, or Squirrel the Pilot! Or who else is there in class with 

you? Bo, they don’t stand a chance!” Om concluded confidently and spread his paws like a 

magician after a successful magic trick.  

I understood that my racoon pedigree didn’t make me a pilot and that he was saying this 

in order to at least cheer me up a little.  

“Why do you think I didn’t sign up for aeronautics school?” my friend continued, not 

letting up. “Because I’m nearsighted? Why, I’ve got glasses that make me see better than if I had 

binoculars attached to my nose! Let’s face it, Mole the Pilot doesn’t sound good. That’s all there 

is to it. But you lucked out.” 
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I’ve never seen Om in glasses, but he’s forever assuring me that he has some. It’s just 

that whenever we’re going out, he either forgets them or says that his dad hasn’t picked them up 

from the repair shop yet. And so it was this time too: We’re heading to the stream to have a race 

with walnut ships, and Om is stumbling over almost every little rock and every clod of earth that 

he comes across. He’s continually yelping, yowling, and losing his shoes. That’s why I start 

feeling sorry for him and pull my flight goggles out of my backpack. Om looks dignified and 

determined in them but, unfortunately, doesn’t stop stumbling.  

After a while we actually do reach the stream and set empty walnut halves afloat on the 

water. The current picks up our little ships and carries them off to where my classmate, Geo the 

Beaver, lives.  

“Come on, faster, Om!” I yell, running alongside the vessels. My friend isn’t keeping up, 

even though he’s working his paws with all his might. Tiny stones and the tree roots sticking out 

of the ground are getting in his way. That’s when I pull off my airborne backpack and say, 

“Hurry and climb in! We’re running out of time! The ships are almost next to Geo’s house 

already!” 

“Climb in where?” 

“What do you mean, where? In the backpack!” 

“Oh, I can’t see it well because I forgot my glasses and…” Om tries to explain, but I’m 

picking him up already, shoving him in my backpack, and running in pursuit of our little ships.  

“How nice it is when your friend fits in a backpack,” I had time to think before Om’s ship 

touched the beaver’s hut.  
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“Finish line! The moles beat the raccoons!” I cried. “Wow, you picked out a fast ship!” 

“Not at all. What are you talking about? It’s the waves that are fast.” Om was 

embarrassed. He gave a slight smile, and his little mole cheeks blushed, though no one saw it.  

Next, I won twice, then—three times in a row—Om’s ships reached the beaver dam first, 

then again, I won, then again Om, then again me, and in the end we lost count.  

 

I ran around for so long with my friend in my backpack that I got completely wiped out. And 

when I was washing the dishes after dinner at home, I accidentally shattered my mom’s favorite 

plate. Just imagine: it simply slipped out of my paws! Previously, this kind of stuff had never 

happened to me. I had always been a good raccoon and a model rinser.  

My mom and dad exchanged glances in surprise and disbelief but said nothing. That 

evening my parents discussed me in secret: “It feels like Bo is growing distant,” my mom was 

whispering. He’s so heedless. Not a single raccoon of our generation has ever broken a plate. 

Why, we’re masters of comprehensive rinsing! Can we really allow such negligence?” 

“I’m in agreement with you,” Dad was replying. “If our son is going to continue 

conducting himself like this, we won’t preserve the rinsing tradition in our family. I’ll have a 

serious conversation with him tomorrow.” 

And the serious conversation was once more about Uncle Bosh, about the shower stalls 

for giraffes, and about the pools for hippopotamuses. I heard my dad out politely, put some 

aeronautical cookies in my backpack, and set off to the Pilot School. 
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Today during class Ace said something that made all my classmates’ mouths gape, and I 

finally found out what a dream looked like. And I even drew it. I’ll show you later.  

“Soon there’ll be an event in our forest that hasn’t happened a single time since a ram, a 

duck, and a rooster first flew up in a hot air balloon.” 

“A ram?” 

“A duck?” 

“A rooster?” The questions came pouring out. 

“Yes,” repeated Ace, “an actual ram, a live duck, and a very real rooster.” 

“So, when was it they flew?” Geo the Beaver piped up. 

“What do you mean, when? They were the first aeronauts in the world! A ram, a duck, 

and a rooster made the first hot air balloon flight in history,” explained our teacher. “Many years 

have passed since then, but not a single time has anyone even thought of gathering all the 

aeronauts from the surrounding woods in that clearing over the-e-ere so that they can ascend into 

the sky in hot air balloons simultaneously and fly across the sea!” 

“Holy smokes! The hot air balloons would be taking off right next to our house!” cried 

Ion the Chipmunk. His family had recently moved to a cozy burrow on the outskirts of the 

clearing.  

“Yes,” our mentor continued. “This is the perfect spot for our record-breaking flight. For 

several years running, I chose this clearing for the launch of my rockets when I flew for cosmic 

honey. And now a hundred hot air balloons will take off from there at the same time. And they’ll 

all fly across the sea!” 
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“Mr. Ace, what if someone runs out of fuel and falls into the water?” I asked, frightened.  

“They won’t fall. The pilot’s assistant is going to control the remainder of the fuel while 

the pilot steers the balloon. In addition, the pilot’s assistant is going to keep an eye on the map 

and the equipment on board. I don’t have an assistant yet. But each of you can play that role. 

More precisely, not each of you, but the one who achieves the greatest success in his studies. 

Only the most skilled of you will have the chance to become my co-pilot.  

It was right after these words that everyone opened their mouths, and then collected 

themselves and began to shout over one another, attacking the teacher with questions. Ace was 

replying that, yes, he had already sent out invitations to all the aeronauts he knew in all the 

forests he knew; that, yes, this would be an incredible adventure and a new world record; that, 

yes, everyone would have enough fuel and no one would drown, even if they tried to, because 

everyone would be issued life jackets.  

I realized that I very much wanted to become Ace’s assistant during the flight. I knew 

that when you very much wanted something, that was a dream. And I had also heard many times 

that dreams come true. But for that to happen, you needed to be a good student. And not just a 

good one, but the best one. Presumably, if even a ram was able do it, then I most certainly could. 

And if not, then at the very least I’d draw my dream. Then I’d be able to carry it around with me 

and show it to Om. In my notebook, I drew a hundred hot air balloons flying over the sea and 

colored them various colors, and in the basket of one of them were me, Om, and Ace.  

You might be thinking, how is it that Om ended up on board if he isn’t an aeronaut? That, 

and Ace also planned to take only one assistant pilot on the flight. It’s very simple: this was just 

a picture. And you can draw anything you please, even if it isn’t really happening and can’t 
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happen. That’s why, in my notebook, Ace was piloting the biggest and most beautiful hot air 

balloon in the world, I was holding the map and monitoring the course, and Om was peering out 

of my backpack in huge, thick glasses.  

During a flight, each individual must perform their own duties. I could in no way come 

up with a task for Om because he was a secret passenger. Under no circumstances should Ace 

find out that I was stowing someone in my backpack without permission. Furthermore, since I 

had heard that good deeds often went unnoticed, I decided that Om should be doing something 

good. For instance, handing me aeronautical cookies from my backpack on the sly. That was it! I 

drew in a cookie in his hand and noted how clear and complete my dream had now become.  

 

Ace was walking back and forth among the school desks with an armful of little hot air balloons 

in a very good mood, as if it were his birthday. But bears’ birthdays are typically in winter, so it 

was probably some other holiday.  

“Today is a day no worse than any other,” he said with satisfaction, “and that’s why we’ll 

hold our class not just anywhere, but in the sky, right amidst the clouds.” 

“Woah! Are we actually going to fly finally?” Geo asked, jumping for joy. 

“We will, but only after you tell us why we didn’t fly yesterday or the day before 

yesterday.” 

“That’s easy!” replied the beaver. “A few days ago, there was a strong wind. The day 

before yesterday, the mighty branches of the old aspens were bending in the wind, and yesterday 
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the medium-sized branches were swaying, while today there’s so little wind that only the littlest 

leaves are just barely quivering!” 

You know, he said this with such speed that it seemed wolves were chasing him. I don’t 

understand why people use this expression because in our forest wolves never chase anyone and 

generally act with decorum. So maybe it’s better to not involve them here. I just wanted to say 

that I noticed how Geo was trying with all his might to impress the teacher to later on become 

the pilot’s assistant! And what about me?! 

“That’s right, Geo,” Ace confirmed. “This is the best weather for aeronauts. But the 

windspeed—that’s not the only thing. It’s also important to avoid snow and rain, fog and dew, 

and lightning and thunderclouds. According to the forecast, none of the above should hinder us 

today. So, off to the warehouse we go! We’ll unload the balloon and onwards! Or rather, 

upwards!” 


