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IN THE WORLD

CHAPTER I

I went out �nto the world as "shop-boy" at a fash�onable boot-shop �n
the ma�n street of the town. My master was a small, round man. He
had a brown, rugged face, green teeth, and watery, mud-colored
eyes. At f�rst I thought he was bl�nd, and to see �f my suppos�t�on was
correct, I made a gr�mace.
"Don't pull your face about!" he sa�d to me gently, but sternly. The
thought that those dull eyes could see me was unpleasant, and I d�d
not want to bel�eve that th�s was the case. Was �t not more than
probable that he had guessed I was mak�ng gr�maces?
"I told you not to pull your face about," he sa�d aga�n, hardly mov�ng
h�s th�ck l�ps.
"Don't scratch your hands," h�s dry wh�sper came to me, as �t were,
stealth�ly. "You are serv�ng �n a f�rst-class shop �n the ma�n street of
the town, and you must not forget �t. The door-boy ought to stand l�ke
a statue."
I d�d not know what a statue was, and I could n't help scratch�ng my
hands, wh�ch were covered w�th red p�mples and sores, for they had



been s�mply devoured by verm�n.
"What d�d you do for a l�v�ng when you were at home?" asked my
master, look�ng at my hands.
I told h�m, and he shook h�s round head, wh�ch was closely covered
w�th gray ha�r, and sa�d �n a shocked vo�ce:
"Rag-p�ck�ng! Why, that �s worse than begg�ng or steal�ng!"
I �nformed h�m, not w�thout pr�de:
"But I stole as well."
At th�s he la�d h�s hands on h�s desk, look�ng just l�ke a cat w�th her
paws up, and f�xed h�s eyes on my face w�th a terr�f�ed express�on as
he wh�spered:
"Wha—a—t? How d�d you steal?"
I expla�ned how and what I had stolen.
"Well, well, I look upon that as noth�ng but a prank. But �f you rob me
of boots or money, I w�ll have you put �n pr�son, and kept there for
the rest of your l�fe."
He sa�d th�s qu�te calmly, and I was fr�ghtened, and d�d not l�ke h�m
any more.
Bes�des the master, there were serv�ng �n the shop my cous�n,
Sascha Jaakov, and the sen�or ass�stant, a competent, unctuous
person w�th a red face. Sascha now wore a brown frock-coat, a false
sh�rt-front, a cravat, and long trousers, and was too proud to take
any not�ce of me.
When grandfather had brought me to my master, he had asked
Sascha to help me and to teach me. Sascha had frowned w�th an a�r
of �mportance as he sa�d warn�ng:
"He w�ll have to do what I tell h�m, then."
Lay�ng h�s hand on my head, grandfather had forced me to bend my
neck.



"You are to obey h�m; he �s older than you both �n years and
exper�ence."
And Sascha sa�d to me, w�th a nod:
"Don't forget what grandfather has sa�d." He lost no t�me �n prof�t�ng
by h�s sen�or�ty.
"Kash�r�n, don't look so goggle-eyed," h�s master would adv�se h�m.
"I—I'm all r�ght," Sascha would mutter, putt�ng h�s head down. But
the master would not leave h�m alone.
"Don't butt; the customers w�ll th�nk you are a goat."
The ass�stant sm�led respectfully, the master stretched h�s l�ps �n a
h�deous gr�n, and Sascha, h�s face flush�ng, retreated beh�nd the
counter. I d�d not l�ke the tone of these conversat�ons. Many of the
words they used were un�ntell�g�ble to me, and somet�mes they
seemed to be speak�ng �n a strange language. When a lady
customer came �n, the master would take h�s hands out of h�s
pockets, tug at h�s mustache, and f�x a sweet sm�le upon h�s face—a
sm�le wh�ch wr�nkled h�s cheeks, but d�d not change the express�on
of h�s dull eyes. The ass�stant would draw h�mself up, w�th h�s
elbows pressed closely aga�nst h�s s�des, and h�s wr�sts respectfully
dangl�ng. Sascha would bl�nk shyly, try�ng to h�de h�s protrud�ng
eyes, wh�le I would stand at the door, surrept�t�ously scratch�ng my
hands, and observ�ng the ceremon�al of sell�ng.
Kneel�ng before the customer, the ass�stant would try on shoes w�th
wonderfully deft f�ngers. He touched the foot of the woman so
carefully that h�s hands trembled, as �f he were afra�d of break�ng her
leg. But the leg was stout enough. It looked l�ke a bottle w�th slop�ng
shoulders, turned neck downward.
One of these lad�es pulled her foot away one day, shr�ek�ng:
"Oh, you are t�ckl�ng me!"
"That �s—because—you are so sens�t�ve," the ass�stant expla�ned
hast�ly, w�th warmth.



It was com�cal to watch h�m fawn�ng upon the customers, and I had
to turn and look through the glass of the door to keep myself from
laugh�ng. But someth�ng used to draw me back to watch the sale.
The proceed�ngs of the ass�stant were very �nterest�ng, and wh�le I
looked at h�m I was th�nk�ng that I should never be able to make my
f�ngers move so del�cately, or so deftly put boots on other people's
feet.
It often happened that the master went away from the shop �nto a
l�ttle room beh�nd �t, and he would call Sascha to h�m, leav�ng the
ass�stant alone w�th the customer. Once, l�nger�ng over the foot of a
red-ha�red woman, he took �t between h�s f�ngers and k�ssed �t.
"Oh," breathed the woman, "what a bold man you are!"
He puffed out h�s cheeks and em�tted a long-drawn-out sound:
"O—o—h!"
At th�s I laughed so much that, to keep my feet, I had to hang on to
the handle of the door. It flew open, and my head knocked aga�nst
one of the panes of glass and broke �t. The ass�stant stamped h�s
foot at me, my master h�t me on the head w�th h�s heavy gold r�ng,
and Sascha tr�ed to pull my ears. In the even�ng, when we were on
our way home, he sa�d to me, sternly:
"You w�ll lose your place for do�ng th�ngs l�ke that. I 'd l�ke to know
where the joke comes �n." And then he expla�ned: "If lad�es take a
fancy to the ass�stant, �t �s good for trade. A lady may not be �n need
of boots, but she comes �n and buys what she does not want just to
have a look at the ass�stant, who pleases her. But you—you can't
understand! One puts oneself out for you, and—"
Th�s �ncensed me. No one put h�mself out for me, and he least of all.
In the morn�ng the cook, a s�ckly, d�sagreeable woman, used to call
me before h�m. I had to clean the boots and brush the clothes of the
master, the ass�stant, and Sascha, get the samovar ready, br�ng �n
wood for all the stoves, and wash up. When I got to the shop I had to
sweep the floor, dust, get the tea ready, carry goods to the
customers, and go home to fetch the d�nner, my duty at the door



be�ng taken �n the meant�me by Sascha, who, f�nd�ng �t lower�ng to
h�s d�gn�ty, rated me.
"Lazy young wretch! I have to do all your work for you."
Th�s was a wear�some, dull l�fe for me. I was accustomed to l�ve
�ndependently �n the sandy streets of Kunav�n, on the banks of the
turb�d Oka, �n the f�elds or woods, from morn�ng to n�ght. I was
parted from grandmother and from my comrades. I had no one to
speak to, and l�fe was show�ng me her seamy, false s�de. There were
occas�ons on wh�ch a customer went away w�thout mak�ng a
purchase, when all three would feel themselves affronted. The
master would put h�s sweet sm�le away �n h�s pocket as he sa�d:
"Kash�r�n, put these th�ngs away." Then he would grumble:
"There's a p�g of a woman The fool found �t dull s�tt�ng at home, so
she must come and turn our shop ups�de down! If you were my w�fe,
I'd g�ve you someth�ng!"
H�s w�fe, a dr�ed-up woman w�th black eyes and a large nose, s�mply
made a door-mat of h�m. She used to scold h�m as �f he were a
servant.
Often, after he had shown out a frequent customer w�th pol�te bows
and pleasant words, they would all beg�n to talk about her �n a v�le
and shameless manner, arous�ng �n me a des�re to run �nto the street
after her and tell her what they sa�d. I knew, of course, that people
generally speak ev�l of one another beh�nd one another's backs, but
these spoke of every one �n a part�cularly revolt�ng manner, as �f they
were �n the front rank of good people and had been appo�nted to
judge the rest of the world. Env�ous of many of them, they were
never known to pra�se any one, and knew someth�ng bad about
everybody.
One day there came to the shop a young woman w�th br�ght, rosy
cheeks and sparkl�ng eyes, att�red �n a velvet cloak w�th a collar of
black fur. Her face rose out of the fur l�ke a wonderful flower. When
she had thrown the cloak off her shoulders and handed �t to Sascha,
she looked st�ll more beaut�ful. Her f�ne f�gure was f�tted t�ghtly w�th a
blue-gray s�lk robe; d�amonds sparkled �n her ears. She rem�nded



me of "Vass�l�ssa the Beaut�ful," and I could have bel�eved that she
was �n truth the governor's w�fe. They rece�ved her w�th part�cular
respect, bend�ng before her as �f she were a br�ght l�ght, and almost
chok�ng themselves �n the�r hurry to get out pol�te words. All three
rushed about the shop l�ke w�ld th�ngs: the�r reflect�ons bobbed up
and down �n the glass of the cupboard. But when she left, after
hav�ng bought some expens�ve boots �n a great hurry, the master,
smack�ng h�s l�ps, wh�stled and sa�d:
"Hussy!"
"An actress—that sums her up," sa�d the ass�stant, contemptuously.
They began to talk of the lovers of the lady and the luxury �n wh�ch
she l�ved.
After d�nner the master went to sleep �n the room beh�nd the shop,
and I, open�ng h�s gold watch, poured v�negar �nto the works. It was
a moment of supreme joy to me when he awoke and came �nto the
shop, w�th h�s watch �n h�s hand, mutter�ng w�ldly:
"What can have happened? My watch �s all wet. I never remember
such a th�ng happen�ng before. It �s all wet; �t w�ll be ru�ned."
In add�t�on to the burden of my dut�es �n the shop and the
housework, I was we�ghed down by depress�on. I often thought �t
would be a good �dea to behave so badly that I should get my
d�sm�ssal. Snow-covered people passed the door of the shop w�thout
mak�ng a sound. They looked as �f on the�r way to somebody's
funeral. Hav�ng meant to accompany the body to the grave, they had
been delayed, and, be�ng late for the funeral process�on, were
hurry�ng to the grave-s�de. The horses qu�vered w�th the effort of
mak�ng the�r way through the snow-dr�fts. From the belfry of the
church beh�nd the shop the bells rang out w�th a melancholy sound
every day. It was Lent, and every stroke of the bell fell upon my bra�n
as �f �t had been a p�llow, not hurt�ng, but stupefy�ng and deafen�ng,
me. One day when I was �n the yard unpack�ng a case of new goods
just rece�ved, at the door of the shop, the watchman of the church, a
crooked old man, as soft as �f he were made of rags and as ragged
as �f he had been torn to p�eces by dogs, approached me.



"Are you go�ng to be k�nd and steal some goloshes for me?" he
asked.
I was s�lent. He sat down on an empty case, yawned, made the s�gn
of the cross over h�s mouth, and repeated:
"W�ll you steal them for me?"
"It �s wrong to steal," I �nformed h�m.
"But people steal all the same. Old age must have �ts
compensat�ons."
He was pleasantly d�fferent from the people among whom I l�ved. I
felt that he had a f�rm bel�ef �n my read�ness to steal, and I agreed to
hand h�m the goloshes through the w�ndow.
"That's r�ght," he sa�d calmly, w�thout enthus�asm. "You are not
dece�v�ng me? No, I see that you are not."
He was s�lent for a moment, trampl�ng the d�rty, wet snow w�th the
soles of h�s boots. Then he l�t a long p�pe, and suddenly startled me.
"But suppose �t �s I who dece�ve you? Suppose I take the goloshes
to your master, and tell h�m that you have sold them to me for half a
ruble? What then? The�r pr�ce �s two rubles, and you have sold them
for half a ruble. As a present, eh?"
I gazed at h�m dumbly, as �f he had already done what he sa�d he
would do; but he went on talk�ng gently through h�s nose, look�ng at
h�s boots, and blow�ng out blue smoke.
"Suppose, for example, that your master has sa�d to me, 'Go and try
that youngster, and see �f he �s a th�ef? What then?"
"I shall not g�ve you the goloshes," I sa�d, angry and fr�ghtened.
"You must g�ve them now that you have prom�sed."
He took me by the arm and drew me to h�m, and, tapp�ng my
forehead w�th h�s cold f�ngers, drawled:
"What are you th�nk�ng of, w�th your 'take th�s' and 'take that'?"
"You asked me for them yourself."



"I m�ght ask you to do lots of th�ngs. I m�ght ask you to come and rob
the church. Would you do �t? Do you th�nk you can trust everybody?
Ah, you young fool!" He pushed me away from h�m and stood up.
"I don't want stolen goloshes. I am not a gentleman, and I don't wear
goloshes. I was only mak�ng fun of you. For your s�mpl�c�ty, when
Easter comes, I w�ll let you come up �nto the belfry and r�ng the bells
and look at the town."
"I know the town."
"It looks better from the belfry."
Dragg�ng h�s broken boots �n the snow, he went slowly round the
corner of the church, and I looked after h�m, wonder�ng dejectedly
and fearfully whether the old man had really been mak�ng fun of me,
or had been sent by my master to try me. I d�d not want to go back to
the shop.
Sascha came hurr�edly �nto the yard and shouted: "What the dev�l
has become of you?"
I shook my p�ncers at h�m �n a sudden access of rage. I knew that
both he and the ass�stant robbed the master. They would h�de a pa�r
of boots or sl�ppers �n the stovep�pe, and when they left the shop,
would sl�p them �nto the sleeves of the�r overcoats. I d�d not l�ke th�s,
and felt alarmed about �t, for I remembered the threats of the master.
"Are you steal�ng?" I had asked Sascha.
"Not I, but the ass�stant," he would expla�n crossly. "I am only help�ng
h�m. He says, 'Do as I tell you,' and I have to obey. If I d�d not, he
would do me some m�sch�ef. As for master, he was an ass�stant
h�mself once, and he understands. But you hold your tongue."
As he spoke, he looked �n the glass and set h�s t�e stra�ght w�th just
such a movement of h�s naturally spread�ng f�ngers as the sen�or
ass�stant employed. He was unweary�ng �n h�s demonstrat�ons of h�s
sen�or�ty and power over me, scold�ng me �n a bass vo�ce, and
order�ng me about w�th threaten�ng gestures. I was taller than he, but
bony and clumsy, wh�le he was compact, flex�ble, and fleshy. In h�s
frock-coat and long trousers he seemed an �mportant and substant�al



f�gure �n my eyes, and yet there was someth�ng lud�crous and
unpleas�ng about h�m. He hated the cook, a cur�ous woman, of
whom �t was �mposs�ble to dec�de whether she was good or bad.
"What I love most �n the world �s a f�ght," she sa�d, open�ng w�de her
burn�ng black eyes. "I don't care what sort of f�ght �t �s, cock-f�ghts,
dog-f�ghts, or f�ghts between men. It �s all the same to me."
And �f she saw cocks or p�geons f�ght�ng �n the yard, she would throw
as�de her work and watch the f�ght to the end, stand�ng dumb and
mot�onless at the w�ndow. In the even�ngs she would say to me and
Sascha:
"Why do you s�t there do�ng noth�ng, ch�ldren? You had far better be
f�ght�ng."
Th�s used to make Sascha angry.
"I am not a ch�ld, you fool; I am jun�or ass�stant."
"That does not concern me. In my eyes, wh�le you rema�n unmarr�ed,
you are a ch�ld."
"Fool! Blockhead!"
"The dev�l �s clever, but God does not love h�m."
Her talk was a spec�al source of �rr�tat�on to Sascha, and he used to
tease her; but she would look at h�m contemptuously, askance, and
say:
"Ugh, you beetle! One of God's m�stakes!"
Somet�mes he would tell me to rub black�ng or soot on her face
when she was asleep, st�ck p�ns �nto her p�llow, or play other
pract�cal jokes on her; but I was afra�d of her. Bes�des, she slept very
l�ghtly and used to wake up frequently. L�ght�ng the lamp, she would
s�t on the s�de of her bed, gaz�ng f�xedly at someth�ng �n the corner.
Somet�mes she came over to me, where I slept beh�nd the stove,
and woke me up, say�ng hoarsely:
"I can't sleep, Leksyeka. I am not very well. Talk to me a l�ttle."



Half asleep, I used to tell her some story, and she would s�t w�thout
speak�ng, sway�ng from s�de to s�de. I had an �dea that her hot body
smelt of wax and �ncense, and that she would soon d�e. Every
moment I expected to see her fall face downward on the floor and
d�e. In terror I would beg�n to speak loudly, but she would check me.
"'S-sh! You w�ll wake the whole place up, and they w�ll th�nk that you
are my lover."
She always sat near me �n the same att�tude, doubled up, w�th her
wr�sts between her knees, squeez�ng them aga�nst the sharp bones
of her legs. She had no chest, and even through the th�ck l�nen n�ght-
dress her r�bs were v�s�ble, just l�ke the r�bs of a broken cask. After
s�tt�ng a long t�me �n s�lence, she would suddenly wh�sper:
"What �f I do d�e, �t �s a calam�ty wh�ch happens to all." Or she would
ask some �nv�s�ble person, "Well, I have l�ved my l�fe, have n't I?"
"Sleep!" she would say, cutt�ng me short �n the m�ddle of a word,
and, stra�ghten�ng herself, would creep no�selessly across the dark
k�tchen.
"W�tch!" Sascha used to call her beh�nd her back.
I put the quest�on to h�m:
"Why don't you call her that to her face?"
"Do you th�nk that I am afra�d to?" But a second later he sa�d, w�th a
frown: "No, I can't say �t to her face. She may really be a w�tch."
Treat�ng every one w�th the same scornful lack of cons�derat�on, she
showed no �ndulgence to me, but would drag me out of bed at s�x
o'clock every morn�ng, cry�ng:
"Are you go�ng to sleep forever? Br�ng the wood �n! Get the samovar
ready! Clean the doorplate!"
Sascha would wake up and compla�n:
"What are you bawl�ng l�ke that for? I w�ll tell the master. You don't
g�ve any one a chance to, sleep."



Mov�ng qu�ckly about the k�tchen w�th her lean, w�thered body, she
would flash her blaz�ng, sleepless eyes upon h�m.
"Oh, �t's you, God's m�stake? If you were my son, I would g�ve you
someth�ng!"
Sascha would abuse her, call�ng her "accursed one," and when we
were go�ng to the shop he sa�d to me: "We shall have to do
someth�ng to get her sent away. We 'll put salt �n everyth�ng when
she's not look�ng. If everyth�ng �s cooked w�th too much salt, they w�ll
get r�d of her. Or paraff�n would do. What are you gap�ng about?"
"Why don't you do �t yourself?"
He snorted angr�ly:
"Coward!"
The cook d�ed under our very eyes. She bent down to p�ck up the
samovar, and suddenly sank to the floor w�thout utter�ng a word, just
as �f some one had g�ven her a blow on the chest. She moved over
on her s�de, stretched out her arms, and blood tr�ckled from her
mouth.
We both understood �n a flash that she was dead, but, stupef�ed by
terror, we gazed at her a long t�me w�thout strength to say a word. At
last Sascha rushed headlong out of the k�tchen, and I, not know�ng
what to do, pressed close to the w�ndow �n the l�ght. The master
came �n, fuss�ly squatted down bes�de her, and touched her face w�th
h�s f�nger.
"She �s dead; that's certa�n," he sa�d. "What can have caused �t?" He
went �nto the corner where hung a small �mage of N�kola� Chudovortz
and crossed h�mself; and when he had prayed he went to the door
and commanded:
"Kash�r�n, run qu�ckly and fetch the pol�ce!"
The pol�ce came, stamped about, rece�ved money for dr�nks, and
went. They returned later, accompan�ed by a man w�th a cart, l�fted
the cook by the legs and the head, and carr�ed her �nto the street.
The m�stress stood �n the doorway and watched them. Then she sa�d
to me:



"Wash the floor!"
And the master sa�d:
"It �s a good th�ng that she d�ed �n the even�ng."
I could not understand why �t was a good th�ng. When we went to
bed Sascha sa�d to me w�th unusual gentleness:
"Don't put out the lamp!"
"Are you afra�d?"
He covered h�s head w�th the blanket, and lay s�lent a long t�me. The
n�ght was very qu�et, as �f �t were l�sten�ng for someth�ng, wa�t�ng for
someth�ng. It seemed to me that the next m�nute a bell rang out, and
suddenly the whole town was runn�ng and shout�ng �n a great
terr�f�ed uproar.
Sascha put h�s nose out of the blanket and suggested softly:
"Let's go and l�e on the stove together."
"It �s hot there."
After a s�lence he sa�d:
"How suddenly she went off, d�d n't she? I am sure she was a w�tch.
I can't get to sleep."
"Nor I, e�ther."
He began to tell tales about dead people—how they came out of
the�r graves and wandered t�ll m�dn�ght about the town, seek�ng the
place where they had l�ved and look�ng for the�r relat�ons.
"Dead people can only remember the town," he sa�d softly; "but they
forget the streets and houses at once."
It became qu�eter and qu�eter and seemed to be gett�ng darker.
Sascha ra�sed h�s head and asked:
"Would you l�ke to see what I have got �n my trunk?"
I had long wanted to know what he h�d �n h�s trunk. He kept �t locked
w�th a padlock, and always opened �t w�th pecul�ar caut�on. If I tr�ed
to peep he would ask harshly:



"What do you want, eh?"
When I agreed, he sat up �n bed w�thout putt�ng h�s feet to the floor,
and ordered me �n a tone of author�ty to br�ng the trunk to the bed,
and place �t at h�s feet. The key hung round h�s neck w�th h�s
bapt�smal cross. Glanc�ng round at the dark corners of the k�tchen,
he frowned �mportantly, unfastened the lock, blew on the l�d of the
trunk as �f �t had been hot, and at length, ra�s�ng �t, took out several
l�nen garments.
The trunk was half-full of chem�st's boxes, packets of var�ously
colored tea-paper, and t�ns wh�ch had conta�ned black�ng or
sard�nes.
"What �s �t?"
"You shall see."
He put a foot on each s�de of the trunk and bent over �t, s�ng�ng
softly:
"Czaru nebesnu�——"
I expected to see toys. I had never possessed any myself, and
pretended to desp�se them, but not w�thout a feel�ng of envy for
those who d�d possess them. I was very pleased to th�nk that
Sascha, such a ser�ous character, had toys, although he h�d them
shamefacedly; but I qu�te understood h�s shame.
Open�ng the f�rst box, he drew from �t the frame of a pa�r of
spectacles, put them on h�s nose, and, look�ng at me sternly, sa�d:
"It does not matter about there not be�ng any glasses. Th�s �s a
spec�al k�nd of spectacle."
"Let me look through them."
"They would not su�t your eyes. They are for dark eyes, and yours
are l�ght," he expla�ned, and began to �m�tate the m�stress scold�ng;
but suddenly he stopped, and looked about the k�tchen w�th an
express�on of fear.
In a black�ng t�n lay many d�fferent k�nds of buttons, and he
expla�ned to me w�th pr�de:



"I p�cked up all these �n the street. All by myself! I already have th�rty-
seven."
In the th�rd box was a large brass p�n, also found �n the street;
hobna�ls, worn-out, broken, and whole; buckles off shoes and
sl�ppers; brass door-handles, broken bone cane-heads; g�rls' fancy
combs, 'The Dream Book and Oracle;' and many other th�ngs of
s�m�lar value.
When I used to collect rags I could have p�cked up ten t�mes as
many such useless tr�fles �n one month. Sascha's th�ngs aroused �n
me a feel�ng of d�s�llus�on, of ag�tat�on, and pa�nful p�ty for h�m. But
he gazed at every s�ngle art�cle w�th great attent�on, lov�ngly stroked
them w�th h�s f�ngers, and stuck out h�s th�ck l�ps �mportantly. H�s
protrud�ng eyes rested on them affect�onately and sol�c�tously; but
the spectacles made h�s ch�ld�sh face look com�cal.
"Why have you kept these th�ngs?"
He flashed a glance at me through the frame of the spectacles, and
asked:
"Would you l�ke me to g�ve you someth�ng?"
"No; I don't want anyth�ng."
He was obv�ously offended at the refusal and the poor �mpress�on
h�s r�ches had made. He was s�lent a moment; then he suggested
qu�etly:
"Get a towel and w�pe them all; they are covered w�th dust."
When the th�ngs were all dusted and replaced, he turned over �n the
bed, w�th h�s face to the wall. The ra�n was pour�ng down. It dr�pped
from the roof, and the w�nd beat aga�nst the w�ndow. W�thout turn�ng
toward me, Sascha sa�d:
"You wa�t! When �t �s dry �n the garden I w�ll show you a th�ng—
someth�ng to make you gasp."
I d�d not answer, as I was just dropp�ng off to sleep.
After a few seconds he started up, and began to scrape the wall w�th
h�s hands. W�th qu�ver�ng earnestness, he sa�d:



"I am afra�d—Lord, I am afra�d! Lord, have mercy upon me! What �s
�t?"
I was numbed by fear at th�s. I seemed to see the cook stand�ng at
the w�ndow wh�ch looked on the yard, w�th her back to me, her head
bent, and her forehead pressed aga�nst the glass, just as she used
to stand when she was al�ve, look�ng at a cock-f�ght. Sascha sobbed,
and scraped on the wall. I made a great effort and crossed the
k�tchen, as �f I were walk�ng on hot coals, w�thout dar�ng to look
around, and lay down bes�de h�m. At length, overcome by wear�ness,
we both fell asleep.
A few days after th�s there was a hol�day. We were �n the shop t�ll
m�dday, had d�nner at home, and when the master had gone to sleep
after d�nner, Sascha sa�d to me secretly:
"Come along!"
I guessed that I was about to see the th�ng wh�ch was to make me
gasp. We went �nto the garden. On a narrow str�p of ground between
two houses stood ten old l�me-trees, the�r stout trunks covered w�th
green l�chen, the�r black, naked branches st�ck�ng up l�felessly, and
not one rook's nest between them. They looked l�ke monuments �n a
graveyard. There was noth�ng bes�des these trees �n the garden;
ne�ther bushes nor grass. The earth on the pathway was trampled
and black, and as hard as �ron, and where the bare ground was
v�s�ble under last year's leaves �t was also flattened, and as smooth
as stagnant water.
Sascha went to a corner of the fence wh�ch h�d us from the street,
stood under a l�me-tree, and, roll�ng h�s eyes, glanced at the d�rty
w�ndows of the ne�ghbor�ng house. Squatt�ng on h�s haunches, he
turned over a heap of leaves w�th h�s hands, d�sclos�ng a th�ck root,
close to wh�ch were placed two br�cks deeply embedded �n the
ground. He l�fted these up, and beneath them appeared a p�ece of
roof �ron, and under th�s a square board. At length a large hole
opened before my eyes, runn�ng under the root of the tree.
Sascha l�t a match and appl�ed �t to a small p�ece of wax candle,
wh�ch he held over the hole as he sa�d to me:



"Look �n, only don't be fr�ghtened."
He seemed to be fr�ghtened h�mself. The p�ece of candle �n h�s hand
shook, and he had turned pale. H�s l�ps drooped unpleasantly, h�s
eyes were mo�st, and he stealth�ly put h�s free hand beh�nd h�s back.
He �nfected me w�th h�s terror, and I glanced very caut�ously �nto the
depths under the root, wh�ch he had made �nto a vault, �n the back of
wh�ch he had l�t three l�ttle tapers that f�lled the cave w�th a blue l�ght.
It was fa�rly broad, though �n depth no more than the �ns�de of a pa�l.
But �t was broad, and the s�des were closely covered w�th p�eces of
broken glass and broken earthenware. In the center, on an elevat�on,
covered w�th a p�ece of red cloth, stood a l�ttle coff�n ornamented
w�th s�lver paper, half covered w�th a fragment of mater�al wh�ch
looked l�ke a brocaded pall. From beneath th�s was thrust out a l�ttle
gray b�rd's claw and the sharp-b�lled head of a sparrow. Beh�nd the
coff�n rose a read�ng-stand, upon wh�ch lay a brass bapt�smal cross,
and around wh�ch burned three wax tapers, f�xed �n candlest�cks
made out of gold and s�lver paper wh�ch had been wrapped round
sweets.
The th�n flames bowed toward the entrance to the cave. The �nter�or
was fa�ntly br�ght w�th many colored gleams and patches of l�ght. The
odor of wax, the warm smell of decay and so�l, beat aga�nst my face,
made my eyes smart, and conjured up a broken ra�nbow, wh�ch
made a great d�splay of color. All th�s aroused �n me such an
overwhelm�ng aston�shment that �t d�spelled my terror.
"Is �t good?"
"What �s �t for?"
"It �s a chapel," he expla�ned. "Is �t l�ke one?"
"I don't know."
"And the sparrow �s a dead person. Perhaps there w�ll be rel�cs of
h�m, because he suffered undeservedly."
"D�d you f�nd h�m dead?"
"No. He flew �nto the shed and I put my cap over h�m and smothered
h�m."



"But why?"
"Because I chose to."
He looked �nto my eyes and asked aga�n:
"Is �t good?"
"No."
Then he bent over the hole, qu�ckly covered �t w�th the board,
pressed the br�cks �nto the earth w�th the �ron, stood up, and,
brush�ng the d�rt from h�s knees, asked sternly:
"Why don't you l�ke �t?"
"I am sorry for the sparrow."
He stared at me w�th eyes wh�ch were perfectly stat�onary, l�ke those
of a bl�nd person, and, str�k�ng my chest, cr�ed:
"Fool, �t �s because you are env�ous that you say that you do not l�ke
�t! I suppose you th�nk that the one �n your garden �n Kanatnoe Street
was better done."
I remembered my summer-house, and sa�d w�th conv�ct�on:
"Certa�nly �t was better."
Sascha pulled off h�s coat and threw �t on the ground, and, turn�ng up
h�s sleeves, spat on h�s hands and sa�d:
"If that �s so, we w�ll f�ght about �t."
I d�d not want to f�ght. My courage was underm�ned by depress�on; I
felt uneasy as I looked at the wrathful face of my cous�n. He made a
rush at me, struck my chest w�th h�s head, and knocked me over.
Then he sat astr�de of me and cr�ed:
"Is �t to be l�fe or death?"
But I was stronger than he and very angry. In a few m�nutes he was
ly�ng face downward w�th h�s hands beh�nd h�s head and a rattl�ng �n
h�s throat. Alarmed, I tr�ed to help h�m up, but he thrust me away w�th
h�s hands and feet. I grew st�ll more alarmed. I went away to one
s�de, not know�ng what else to do, and he ra�sed h�s head and sa�d:



"Do you know what you have brought on yourself? I w�ll work th�ngs
so that when the master and m�stress are not look�ng I shall have to
compla�n of you, and then they w�ll d�sm�ss you."
He went on scold�ng and threaten�ng me, and h�s words �nfur�ated
me. I rushed to the cave, took away the stones, and threw the coff�n
conta�n�ng the sparrow over the fence �nto the street. I dug Out all
the �ns�de of the cave and trampled �t under my feet.
Sascha took my v�olence strangely. S�tt�ng on the ground, w�th h�s
mouth partly covered and h�s eyebrows drawn together, he watched
me, say�ng noth�ng. When I had f�n�shed, he stood up w�thout any
hurry, shook out h�s clothes, threw on h�s coat, and then sa�d calmly
and om�nously:
"Now you w�ll see what w�ll happen; just wa�t a l�ttle! I arranged all
th�s for you purposely; �t �s w�tchcraft. Aha!"
I sank down as �f h�s words had phys�cally hurt me, and I felt qu�te
cold �ns�de. But he went away w�thout glanc�ng back at me, wh�ch
accentuated h�s calmness st�ll more. I made up my m�nd to run away
from the town the next day, to run away from my master, from
Sascha w�th h�s w�tchcraft, from the whole of that worthless, fool�sh
l�fe.
The next morn�ng the new cook cr�ed out when she called me:
"Good grac�ous! what have you been do�ng to your face?"
"The w�tchcraft �s beg�nn�ng to take effect," I thought, w�th a s�nk�ng
heart.
But the cook laughed so heart�ly that I also sm�led �nvoluntar�ly, and
peeped �nto her glass. My face was th�ckly smeared w�th soot.
"Sascha d�d th�s?" I asked.
"Or I," laughed the cook.
When I began to clean the boots, the f�rst boot �nto wh�ch I put my
hand had a p�n �n the l�n�ng, wh�ch ran �nto my f�nger.
"Th�s �s h�s w�tchcraft!"



There were p�ns or needles �n all the boots, put �n so sk�lfully that
they always pr�cked my palm. Then I took a bowl of cold water, and
w�th great pleasure poured �t over the head of the w�zard, who was
e�ther not awake or was pretend�ng to sleep.
But all the same I was m�serable. I was always th�nk�ng of the coff�n
conta�n�ng the sparrow, w�th �ts gray crooked claws and �ts waxen b�ll
pathet�cally st�ck�ng upward, and all around the colored gleams
wh�ch seemed to be try�ng unsuccessfully to form themselves �nto a
ra�nbow. In my �mag�nat�on the coff�n was enlarged, the claws of the
b�rd grew, stretched upward qu�ver�ng, were al�ve.
I made up my m�nd to run away that even�ng, but �n warm�ng up
some food on an o�l-stove before d�nner I absent-m�ndedly let �t
catch f�re. When I was try�ng to put the flames out, I upset the
contents of the vessel over my hand, and had to be taken to the
hosp�tal. I remember well that oppress�ve n�ghtmare of the hosp�tal.
In what seemed to be a yellow-gray w�lderness there were huddled
together, grumbl�ng and groan�ng, gray and wh�te f�gures �n shrouds,
wh�le a tall man on crutches, w�th eyebrows l�ke wh�skers, pulled h�s
black beard and roared:
"I w�ll report �t to h�s Em�nence!"
The pallet beds rem�nded me of the coff�n, and the pat�ents, ly�ng
w�th the�r noses upward, were l�ke dead sparrows. The yellow walls
rocked, the ce�l�ng curved outward l�ke a sa�l, the floor rose and fell
bes�de my cot. Everyth�ng about the place was hopeless and
m�serable, and the tw�gs of trees tapped aga�nst the w�ndow l�ke rods
�n some one's hand.
At the door there danced a red-ha�red, th�n dead person, draw�ng h�s
shroud round h�m w�th h�s th�n hands and squeak�ng:
"I don't want mad people."
The man on crutches shouted �n h�s ear:
"I shall report �t to h�s Em�nence!"
Grandfather, grandmother, and every one had told me that they
always starved people �n hosp�tals, so I looked upon my l�fe as



f�n�shed. A woman w�th glasses, also �n a shroud, came to me, and
wrote someth�ng on a slate hang�ng at the head of the bed. The
chalk broke and fell all over me.
"What �s your name?"
"I have no name."
"But you must have one."
"No."
"Now, don't be s�lly, or you w�ll be wh�pped."
I could well bel�eve that they would wh�p me; that was why I would
not answer her. She made a h�ss�ng sound l�ke a cat, and went out
no�selessly, also l�ke a cat.
Two lamps were l�t. The yellow globes hung down from the ce�l�ng
l�ke two eyes, hang�ng and w�nk�ng, dazzled, and try�ng to get closer
together.
Some one �n the corner sa�d:
"How can I play w�thout a hand?"
"Ah, of course; they have cut off your hand."
I came to the conclus�on at once that they cut off a man's hand
because he played at cards! What would they do w�th me before
they starved me?
My hands burned and smarted just as �f some one were pull�ng the
bones out of them. I cr�ed softly from fr�ght and pa�n, and shut my
eyes so that the tears should not be seen; but they forced the�r way
through my eyel�ds, and, tr�ckl�ng over my temples, fell �nto my ears.
The n�ght came. All the �nmates threw themselves upon the�r pallet
beds, and h�d themselves under gray blankets. Every m�nute �t
became qu�eter. Only some one could be heard mutter�ng �n a
comer, "It �s no use; both he and she are rotters."
I would have wr�tten a letter to grandmother, tell�ng her to come and
steal me from the hosp�tal wh�le I was st�ll al�ve, but I could not wr�te;



my hands could not be used at all. I would try to f�nd a way of gett�ng
out of the place.
The s�lence of the n�ght became more �ntense every moment, as �f �t
were go�ng to last forever. Softly putt�ng my feet to the floor, I went to
the double door, half of wh�ch was open. In the corr�dor, under the
lamp, on a wooden bench w�th a back to �t, appeared a gray, br�stl�ng
head surrounded by smoke, look�ng at me w�th dark, hollow eyes. I
had no t�me to h�de myself.
"Who �s that wander�ng about? Come here!"
The vo�ce was not form�dable; �t was soft. I went to h�m. I saw a
round face w�th short ha�r st�ck�ng out round �t. On the head the ha�r
was long and stuck out �n all d�rect�ons l�ke a s�lver halo, and at the
belt of th�s person hung a bunch of keys. If h�s beard and ha�r had
been longer, he would have looked l�ke the Apostle Peter.
"You are the one w�th the burned hands? Why are you wander�ng
about at n�ght? By whose author�ty?"
He blew a lot of smoke at my chest and face, and, putt�ng h�s warm
hands on my neck, drew me to h�m.
"Are you fr�ghtened?"
"Yes."
"Every one �s fr�ghtened when they come here f�rst, but that �s
noth�ng. And you need not be afra�d of me, of all people. I never hurt
any one. Would you l�ke to smoke? No, don't! It �s too soon; wa�t a
year or two. And where are your parents? You have none? Ah, well,
you don't need them; you w�ll be able to get along w�thout them. Only
you must not be afra�d, do you see?"
It was a long t�me s�nce I had come across any one who spoke to me
s�mply and k�ndly �n language that I could understand, and �t was
�nexpress�bly pleasant to me to l�sten to h�m. When he took me back
to my cot I asked h�m:
"Come and s�t bes�de me."
"All r�ght," he agreed.



"Who are you?"
"I? I am a sold�er, a real sold�er, a Cossack. And I have been �n the
wars—well, of course I have! Sold�ers l�ve for war. I have fought w�th
the Hungar�ans, w�th the C�rcass�ans, and the Poles, as many as you
l�ke. War, my boy, �s a great profess�on."
I closed my eyes for a m�nute, and when I opened them, there, �n the
place of the sold�er, sat grandmother, �n a dark frock, and he was
stand�ng by her. She was say�ng:
"Dear me! So they are all dead?"
The sun was play�ng �n the room, now g�ld�ng every object, then
h�d�ng, and then look�ng rad�antly upon us all aga�n, just l�ke a ch�ld
frol�ck�ng.
Babushka bent over me and asked:
"What �s �t, my darl�ng? They have been mut�lat�ng you? I told that
old red dev�l—"
"I w�ll make all the necessary arrangements," sa�d the sold�er, go�ng
away, and grandmother, w�p�ng the tears from her face, sa�d:
"Our sold�er, �t seems, comes from Balakhna."
I st�ll thought that I must be dream�ng, and kept s�lence. The doctor
came, bandaged my burns, and, behold! I was s�tt�ng w�th
grandmother �n a cab, and dr�v�ng through the streets of the town.
She told me:
"That grandfather of ours he �s go�ng qu�te out of h�s m�nd, and he �s
so greedy that �t �s s�cken�ng to look at h�m. Not long ago he took a
hundred rubles out of the off�ce-book of Xl�st the furr�er, a new fr�end
of h�s. What a set-out there was! E-h-h-h!"
The sun shone br�ghtly, and clouds floated �n the sky l�ke wh�te b�rds.
We went by the br�dge across the Volga. The �ce groaned under us,
water was v�s�ble under the planks of the br�dge, and the golden
cross gleamed over the red dome of the cathedral �n the market-
place.



We met a woman w�th a broad face. She was carry�ng an armful of
w�llow-branches. The spr�ng was com�ng; soon �t would be Easter.
"I love you very much, Grandmother!"
Th�s d�d not seem to surpr�se her. She answered �n a calm vo�ce:
"That �s because we are of the same fam�ly. But—and I do not say �t
boastfully—there are others who love me, too, thanks to thee, O
Blessed Lady!" She added, sm�l�ng:
"She w�ll soon be rejo�c�ng; her Son w�ll r�se aga�n! Ah, Var�usha, my
daughter!"
Then she was s�lent.

CHAPTER II

Grandfather met me �n the yard; he was on h�s knees, chopp�ng a
wedge w�th a hatchet. He ra�sed the ax as �f he were go�ng to throw �t
at my head, and then took off h�s cap, say�ng mock�ngly: "How do
you do, your Hol�ness? Your H�ghness? Have you f�n�shed your term
of serv�ced Well, now you can l�ve as you l�ke, yes. U-ugh! you—"
"We know all about �t, we know all about �t!" sa�d grandmother,
hast�ly wav�ng h�m away, and when she went �nto her room to get the
samovar ready she told me:
"Grandfather �s fa�rly ru�ned now. What money there was he lent at
�nterest to h�s godson N�kola�, but he never got a rece�pt for �t. I don't
qu�te know yet how they stand, but he �s ru�ned; the money �s lost.
And all th�s because we have not helped the poor or had
compass�on on the unfortunate. God has sa�d to H�mself, 'Why
should I do good to the Kash�r�ns?' and so He has taken everyth�ng
from us." Look�ng round, she went on:
"I have been try�ng to soften the heart of the Lord toward us a l�ttle,
so that He may not press too hardly on the old man, and I have
begun to g�ve a l�ttle �n char�ty, secretly and at n�ght, from what I



have earned. You can come w�th me to-day �f you l�ke. I have some
money—"
Grandfather came �n bl�nk�ng and asked:
"Are you go�ng to have a snack?"
"It �s not yours," sa�d grandmother. "However, you can s�t down w�th
us �f you l�ke; there's enough for you."
He sat down at the table, murmur�ng:
"Pour out—"
Everyth�ng �n the room was �n �ts old place. Only my mother's corner
was sadly empty, and on the wall over grandfather's bed hung a
sheet of paper on wh�ch was �nscr�bed �n large, pr�nted letters:
"Jesus save, L�fe of the world! May Thy holy name be w�th me all the
days and hours of my l�fe!"
"Who wrote that?"
Grandfather d�d not reply, and grandmother, wa�t�ng a l�ttle, sa�d w�th
a sm�le:
"The pr�ce of that paper �s—a hundred rubles!"
"That �s not your bus�ness!" cr�ed grandfather. "I g�ve away
everyth�ng to others."
"It �s all r�ght to g�ve now, but t�me was when you d�d not g�ve," sa�d
grandmother, calmly.
"Hold your tongue!" he shr�eked.
Th�s was all as �t should be, just l�ke old t�mes.
In the corner, on a box, �n a w�cker basket, Kol�a woke up and looked
out, h�s blue, washed-out eyes hardly v�s�ble under the�r l�ds. He was
grayer, more faded and frag�le-look�ng, than ever. He d�d not
recogn�ze me, and, turn�ng away �n s�lence, closed h�s eyes. Sad
news awa�ted me �n the street. V�akh�r was dead. He had breathed
h�s last �n Pass�on Week. Khab� had gone away to l�ve �n town. Yaz's
feet had been taken off, and he would walk no more.



As he was g�v�ng me th�s �nformat�on, black-eyed Kostrom sa�d
angr�ly:
"Boys soon d�e!"
"Well, but only V�akh�r �s dead."
"It �s the same th�ng. Whoever leaves the streets �s as good as dead.
No sooner do we make fr�ends, get used to our comrades, than they
e�ther are sent �nto the town to work or they d�e. There are new
people l�v�ng �n your yard at Chesnokov's; Evsyenk� �s the�r name.
The boy, N�ushka, �s noth�ng out of the ord�nary. He has two s�sters,
one st�ll small, and the other lame. She goes about on crutches; she
�s beaut�ful!"
After th�nk�ng a moment he added:
"Tchurka and I are both �n love w�th her, and quarrel."
"W�th her?"
"Why w�th her? Between ourselves. W�th her—very seldom."
Of course I knew that b�g lads and even men fell �n love. I was
fam�l�ar also w�th coarse �deas on th�s subject. I felt uncomfortable,
sorry for Kostrom, and reluctant to look at h�s angular f�gure and
angry, black eyes.
I saw the lame g�rl on the even�ng of the same day. Com�ng down
the steps �nto the yard, she let her crutch fall, and stood helplessly
on the step, hold�ng on to the balustrade w�th her transparent, th�n,
frag�le hands. I tr�ed to p�ck up the crutch, but my bandaged hands
were not much use, and I had a lot of trouble and vexat�on �n do�ng
�t. Meanwh�le she, stand�ng above me, and laugh�ng gently, watched
me.
"What have you done to your hands?" she sa�d.
"Scalded them."
"And I—am a cr�pple. Do you belong to th�s yard? Were you long �n
the hosp�tal? I was there a lo-o-ong t�me." She added, w�th a s�gh, "A
very long t�me."



She had a wh�te dress and l�ght blue overshoes, old, but clean; her
smoothly brushed ha�r fell across her breast �n a th�ck, short pla�t.
Her eyes were large and ser�ous; �n the�r qu�et depths burned a blue
l�ght wh�ch l�t up the pale, sharp-nosed face. She sm�led pleasantly,
but I d�d not care about her. Her s�ckly f�gure seemed to say, "Please
don't touch me!" How could my fr�ends be �n love w�th her?
"I have been lame a long t�me," she told me, w�ll�ngly and almost
boastfully. "A ne�ghbor bew�tched me; she had a quarrel w�th mother,
and then bew�tched me out of sp�te. Were you fr�ghtened �n the
hosp�tal?"
"Yes."
I felt awkward w�th her, and went �ndoors.
About m�dn�ght grandmother tenderly awoke me.
"Are you com�ng? If you do someth�ng for other people, your hand
w�ll soon be well."
She took my arm and led me �n the dark, as �f I had been bl�nd. It
was a black, damp n�ght; the w�nd blew cont�nuously, mak�ng the
r�ver flow more sw�ftly and blow�ng the cold sand aga�nst my legs.
Grandmother caut�ously approached the darkened w�ndows of the
poor l�ttle houses, crossed herself three t�mes, la�d a f�ve-copeck
p�ece and three cracknel b�scu�ts on the w�ndow-s�lls, and crossed
herself aga�n. Glanc�ng up �nto the starless sky, she wh�spered:
"Holy Queen of Heaven, help these people! We are all s�nners �n thy
s�ght, Mother dear."
Now, the farther we went from home, the denser and more �ntense
the darkness and s�lence became. The n�ght sky was p�tch black,
unfathomable, as �f the moon and stars had d�sappeared forever. A
dog sprang out from somewhere and growled at us. H�s eyes
gleamed �n the darkness, and I cravenly pressed close to
grandmother.
"It �s all r�ght," she sa�d; "�t �s only a dog. It �s too late for the dev�l; the
cocks have already begun to crow."
Ent�c�ng the dog to her, she stroked �t and admon�shed �t:



"Look here, dogg�e, you must not fr�ghten my grandson."
The dog rubbed �tself aga�nst my legs, and the three of us went on.
Twelve t�mes d�d grandmother place "secret alms" on a w�ndow-s�ll.
It began to grow l�ght: gray houses appeared out of the darkness; the
belfry of Napoln� Church rose up wh�te l�ke a p�ece of sugar; the br�ck
wall of the cemetery seemed to become transparent.
"The old woman �s t�red," sa�d grandmother; "�t �s t�me we went
home. When the women wake up they w�ll f�nd that Our Lady has
prov�ded a l�ttle for the�r ch�ldren. When there �s never enough, a
very l�ttle comes �n useful. O Olesha, our people l�ve so poorly and
no one troubles about them!

"The r�ch man about God never th�nks;
Of the terr�ble judgment he does not dream;
The poor man �s to h�m ne�ther fr�end nor brother;
All he cares about �s gett�ng gold together.
But that gold w�ll be coal �n hell!

"That's how �t �s. But we ought to l�ve for one another, wh�le God �s
for us all. I am glad to have you w�th me aga�n."
And I, too, was calmly happy, feel�ng �n a confused way that I had
taken part �n someth�ng wh�ch I should never forget. Close to me
sh�vered the brown dog, w�th �ts bare muzzle and k�nd eyes wh�ch
seemed to be begg�ng forg�veness.
"W�ll �t l�ve w�th us?"
"What? It can, �f �t l�kes. Here, I w�ll g�ve �t a cracknel b�scu�t. I have
two left. Let us s�t down on th�s bench. I am so t�red."
We sat down on a bench by a gate, and the dog lay at our feet,
eat�ng the dry cracknel, wh�le grandmother �nformed me:
"There's a Jewess l�v�ng here; she has about ten servants, more or
less. I asked her, 'Do you l�ve by the law of Moses?' But she
answered, 'I l�ve as �f God were w�th me and m�ne; how else should I
l�ve?'"
I leaned aga�nst the warm body of grandmother and fell asleep.



*
Once more my l�fe flowed on sw�ftly and full of �nterest, w�th a broad
stream of �mpress�ons br�ng�ng someth�ng new to my soul every day,
st�rr�ng �t to enthus�asm, d�sturb�ng �t, or caus�ng me pa�n, but at any
rate forc�ng me to th�nk. Before long I also was us�ng every means �n
my power to meet the lame g�rl, and I would s�t w�th her on the bench
by the gate, e�ther talk�ng or �n s�lence. It was pleasant to be s�lent �n
her company. She was very neat, and had a vo�ce l�ke a s�ng�ng b�rd.
She used to tell me prett�ly of the way the Cossacks l�ved on the
Don, where she had l�ved w�th her uncle, who was employed �n
some o�l-works. Then her father, a locksm�th, had gone to l�ve at
N�jn�. "And I have another uncle who serves the czar h�mself."
In the even�ngs of Sundays and fest�vals all the �nhab�tants of the
street used to stand "at the gate." The boys and g�rls went to the
cemetery, the men to the taverns, and the women and ch�ldren
rema�ned �n the street. The women sat at the gate on the sand or on
a small bench.
The ch�ldren used to play at a sort of tenn�s, at sk�ttles, and at
sharmazl. The mothers watched the games, encourag�ng the sk�lful
ones and laugh�ng at the bad players. It was deafen�ngly no�sy and
gay. The presence and attent�on of the "grown-ups" st�mulated us;
the merest tr�fles brought �nto our games extra an�mat�on and
pass�onate r�valry. But �t seemed that we three, Kostrom, Tchurka,
and I, were not so taken up w�th the game that we had not t�me, one
or the other of us, to run and show off before the lame g�rl.
"Ludm�lla, d�d you see that I knocked down f�ve of the n�nep�ns �n
that game of sk�ttles?"
She would sm�le sweetly, toss�ng her head.
In old t�mes our l�ttle company had always tr�ed to be on the same
s�de �n games, but now I saw that Kostrom and Tchurka used to take
oppos�te s�des, try�ng to r�val each other �n all k�nds of tr�als of sk�ll
and strength, often aggravat�ng each other to tears and f�ghts. One
day they fought so f�ercely that the adults had to �nterfere, and they
had to pour water over the combatants, as �f they were dogs.



Ludm�lla, s�tt�ng on a bench, stamped her sound foot on the ground,
and when the f�ghters rolled toward her, pushed them away w�th her
crutch, cry�ng �n a vo�ce of fear:
"Leave off!"
Her face was wh�te, almost l�v�d; her eyes blazed and rolled l�ke a
person possessed w�th a dev�l.
Another t�me Kostrom, shamefully beaten by Tchurka �n a game of
sk�ttles, h�d h�mself beh�nd a chest of oats �n the grocer's shop, and
crouched there, weep�ng s�lently. It was terr�ble to see h�m. H�s teeth
were t�ghtly clenched, h�s cheek-bones stood out, h�s bony face
looked as �f �t had been turned to stone, and from h�s black, surly
eyes flowed large, round tears. When I tr�ed to console h�m he
wh�spered, chok�ng back h�s tears:
"You wa�t! I'll throw a br�ck at h�s head. You'll see."
Tchurka had become conce�ted; he walked �n the m�ddle of the
street, as marr�ageable youths walk, w�th h�s cap on one s�de and h�s
hands �n h�s pocket. He had taught h�mself to sp�t through h�s teeth
l�ke a f�ne bold fellow, and he prom�sed:
"I shall learn to smoke soon. I have already tr�ed tw�ce, but I was
s�ck."
All th�s was d�spleas�ng to me. I saw that I was los�ng my fr�ends, and
�t seemed to me that the person to blame was Ludm�lla. One even�ng
when I was �n the yard go�ng over the collect�on of bones and rags
and all k�nds of rubb�sh, she came to me, sway�ng from s�de to s�de
and wav�ng her r�ght hand.
"How do you do?" she sa�d, bow�ng her head three t�mes. "Has
Kostrom been w�th you? And Tchurka?"
"Tchurka �s not fr�ends w�th us now. It �s all your fault. They are both
�n love w�th you and they have quarreled."
She blushed, but answered mock�ngly:
"What next! How �s �t my fault?"
"Why do you make them fall �n love w�th you?"



"I d�d not ask them to," she sa�d crossly, and as she went away she
added: "It �s all nonsense. I am older than they are; I am fourteen.
People do not fall �n love w�th b�g g�rls."
"A lot you know!" I cr�ed, w�sh�ng to hurt her. "What about the
shopkeeper, Xl�stov's s�ster? She �s qu�te old, and st�ll she has the
boys after her."
Ludm�lla turned on me, st�ck�ng her crutch deep �nto the sand of the
yard.
"You don't know anyth�ng yourself," she sa�d qu�ckly, w�th tears �n her
vo�ce and her pretty eyes flash�ng f�nely. "That shopkeeper �s a bad
woman, and I—what am I? I am st�ll a l�ttle g�rl; and—but you ought
to read that novel, 'Kamchadalka," the second part, and then you
would have someth�ng to talk about."
She went away sobb�ng. I felt sorry for her. In her words was the r�ng
of a truth of wh�ch I was �gnorant. Why had she embro�led my
comrades? But they were �n love; what else was there to say?
The next day, w�sh�ng to smooth over my d�fference w�th Ludm�lla, I
bought some barley sugar, her favor�te sweet, as I knew well.
"Would you l�ke some?"
She sa�d f�ercely:
"Go away! I am not fr�ends w�th you!" But presently she took the
barley sugar, observ�ng: "You m�ght have had �t wrapped up �n paper.
Your hands are so d�rty!"
"I have washed them, but �t won't come off."
She took my hand �n her dry, hot hand and looked at �t.
"How you have spo�led �t!"
"Well, but yours are roughened."
"That �s done by my needle. I do a lot of sew�ng." After a few m�nutes
she suggested, look�ng round: "I say, let's h�de ourselves somewhere
and read 'Kamchadalka.' Would you l�ke �t?"



We were a long t�me f�nd�ng a place to h�de �n, for every place
seemed uncomfortable. At length we dec�ded that the best place was
the wash-house. It was dark there, but we could s�t at the w�ndow,
wh�ch overlooked a d�rty corner between the shed and the
ne�ghbor�ng slaughter-house. People hardly ever looked that way.
There she used to s�t s�dew�se to the w�ndow, w�th her bad foot on a
stool and the sound one rest�ng on the floor, and, h�d�ng her face
w�th the torn book, nervously pronounced many un�ntell�g�ble and
dull words. But I was st�rred. S�tt�ng on the floor, I could see how the
grave eyes w�th the two pale-blue flames moved across the pages of
the book. Somet�mes they were f�lled w�th tears, and the g�rl's vo�ce
trembled as she qu�ckly uttered the unfam�l�ar words, runn�ng them
�nto one another un�ntell�g�bly. However, I grasped some of these
words, and tr�ed to make them �nto verse, turn�ng them about �n all
sorts of ways, wh�ch effectually prevented me from understand�ng
what the book sa�d.
On my knees slumbered the dog, wh�ch I had named "W�nd,"
because he was rough and long, sw�ft �n runn�ng, and howled l�ke the
autumn w�nd down the ch�mney.
"Are you l�sten�ng?" the g�rl would ask. I nodded my head.
The m�x�ng up of the words exc�ted me more and more, and my
des�re to arrange them as they would sound �n a song, �n wh�ch each
word l�ves and sh�nes l�ke a star �n the sky, became more �ns�stent.
When �t grew dark Ludm�lla would let her pale hand fall on the book
and ask:
"Isn't �t good? You w�ll see."
After the f�rst even�ng we often sat �n the washhouse. Ludm�lla, to my
joy, soon gave up read�ng "Kamchadalka." I could not answer her
quest�ons about what she had read from that endless book—
endless, for there was a th�rd book after the second part wh�ch we
had begun to read, and the g�rl sa�d there was a fourth. What we
l�ked best was a ra�ny day, unless �t fell on a Saturday, when the bath
was heated. The ra�n drenched the yard. No one came out or looked
at us �n our dark comer. Ludm�lla was �n great fear that they would
d�scover us.



I also was afra�d that we should be d�scovered. We used to s�t for
hours at a t�me, talk�ng about one th�ng and another. Somet�mes I
told her some of grandmother's tales, and Ludm�lla told me about the
l�ves of the Kazsakas, on the R�ver Medvyed�etz.
"How lovely �t was there!" she would s�gh. "Here, what �s �t? Only
beggars l�ve here."
Soon we had no need to go to the wash-house. Ludm�lla's mother
found work w�th a fur-dresser, and left the house the f�rst th�ng �n the
morn�ng. Her s�ster was at school, and her brother worked at a t�le
factory. On wet days I went to the g�rl and helped her to cook, and to
clean the s�tt�ng-room and k�tchen. She sa�d laugh�ngly:
"We l�ve together—just l�ke a husband and w�fe. In fact, we l�ve
better; a husband does not help h�s w�fe."
If I had money, I bought some cakes, and we had tea, afterward
cool�ng the samovar w�th cold water, lest the scold�ng mother of
Ludm�lla should guess that �t had been heated. Somet�mes
grandmother came to see us, and sat down, mak�ng lace, sew�ng, or
tell�ng us wonderful stor�es, and when grandfather went to the town,
Ludm�lla used to come to us, and we feasted w�thout a care �n the
world.
Grandmother sa�d:
"Oh, how happ�ly we l�ve! W�th our own money we can do what we
l�ke."
She encouraged our fr�endsh�p.
"It �s a good th�ng when a boy and g�rl are fr�ends. Only there must
be no tr�cks," and she expla�ned �n the s�mplest words what she
meant by "tr�cks." She spoke beaut�fully, as one �nsp�red, and made
me understand thoroughly that �t �s wrong to pluck the flower before
�t opens, for then �t w�ll have ne�ther fragrance nor fru�t.
We had no �ncl�nat�on for "tr�cks," but that d�d not h�nder Ludm�lla and
me from speak�ng of that subject, on wh�ch one �s supposed to be
s�lent. Such subjects of conversat�on were �n a way forced upon us
because the relat�onsh�p of the sexes was so often and t�resomely



brought to our not�ce �n the�r coarsest form, and was very offens�ve
to us.
Ludm�lla's father was a handsome man of forty, curly-headed and
wh�skered, and had an extremely masterful way of mov�ng h�s
eyebrows. He was strangely s�lent; I do not remember one word
uttered by h�m. When he caressed h�s ch�ldren he uttered
un�ntell�g�ble sounds, l�ke a dumb person, and even when he beat h�s
w�fe he d�d �t �n s�lence.
On the even�ngs of Sundays and fest�vals, att�red �n a l�ght-blue sh�rt,
w�th w�de plush trousers and h�ghly pol�shed boots, he would go out
to the gate w�th a harmon�ca slung w�th straps beh�nd h�s back, and
stand there exactly l�ke a sold�er do�ng sentry duty. Presently a sort
of "promenade" would beg�n past our gate. One after the other g�rls
and women would pass, glanc�ng at Evsyenko furt�vely from under
the�r eyelashes, or qu�te openly, wh�le he stood st�ck�ng out h�s lower
l�p, and also look�ng w�th d�scr�m�nat�ng glances from, h�s dark eyes.
There was someth�ng repugnantly dog-l�ke �n th�s s�lent conversat�on
w�th the eyes alone, and from the slow, rapt movement of the women
as they passed �t seemed as �f the chosen one, at an �mper�ous
fl�cker of the man's eyel�d, would humbly s�nk to the d�rty ground as �f
she were k�lled.
"T�psy brute! Brazen face!" grumbled Ludm�lla's mother. She was a
tall, th�n woman, w�th a long face and a bad-complex�on, and ha�r
wh�ch had been cut short after typhus. She was l�ke a worn-out
broom.
Ludm�lla sat bes�de her, unsuccessfully try�ng to turn her attent�on
from the street by ask�ng quest�ons about one th�ng and another.
"Stop �t, you monster!" muttered the mother, bl�nk�ng restlessly. Her
narrow Mongol eyes were strangely br�ght and �mmovable, always
f�xed on someth�ng and always stat�onary.
"Don't be angry, Mamochka; �t doesn't matter," Ludm�lla would say.
"Just look how the mat-maker's w�dow �s dressed up!"
"I should be able to dress better �f �t were not for you three. You have
eaten me up, devoured me," sa�d the mother, p�t�lessly through her



tears, f�x�ng her eyes on the large, broad f�gure of the mat-maker's
w�dow.
She was l�ke a small house. Her chest stuck out l�ke the roof, and
her red face, half h�dden by the green handkerch�ef wh�ch was t�ed
round �t, was l�ke a dormer-w�ndow when the sun �s reflected on �t.
Evsyenko, draw�ng h�s harmon�ca to h�s chest, began to play. The
harmon�ca played many tunes; the sounds traveled a long way, and
the ch�ldren came from all the street around, and fell �n the sand at
the feet of the performer, trembl�ng w�th ecstasy.
"You wa�t; I'll g�ve you someth�ng!" the woman prom�sed her
husband.
He looked at her askance, w�thout speak�ng. And the mat-maker's
w�dow sat not far off on the Xl�stov's bench, l�sten�ng �ntently.
In the f�eld beh�nd the cemetery the sunset was red. In the street, as
on a r�ver, floated br�ghtly clothed, great p�eces of flesh. The ch�ldren
rushed along l�ke a wh�rlw�nd; the warm a�r was caress�ng and
�ntox�cat�ng. A pungent odor rose from the sand, wh�ch had been
made hot by the sun dur�ng the day, and pecul�arly not�ceable was a
fat, sweet smell from the slaughter-house—the smell of blood. From
the yard where the fur-dresser l�ved came the salt and b�tter odor of
tann�ng. The women's chatter, the drunken roar of the men, the bell-
l�ke vo�ces of the ch�ldren, the bass melody of the harmon�ca—all
m�ngled together �n one deep rumble. The earth, wh�ch �s ever,
creat�ng, gave a m�ghty s�gh. All was coarse and naked, but �t
�nst�lled a great, deep fa�th �n that gloomy l�fe, so shamelessly
an�mal. At t�mes above the no�se certa�n pa�nful, never-to-be-
forgotten words went stra�ght to one's heart:
"It �s not r�ght for you all together to set upon one. You must take
turns." "Who p�t�es us when we do not p�ty ourselves?" "D�d God
br�ng women �nto the world �n order to der�de them?"
The n�ght drew near, the a�r became fresher, the sounds became
more subdued. The wooden houses seemed to swell and grow taller,
cloth�ng themselves w�th shadows. The ch�ldren were dragged away
from the yard to bed. Some of them were already asleep by the



fence or at the feet or on the knees of the�r mothers. Most of the
ch�ldren grew qu�eter and more doc�le w�th the n�ght. Evsyenko
d�sappeared unnot�ced; he seemed to have melted away. The mat-
maker's w�dow was also m�ss�ng. The bass notes of the harmon�ca
could be heard somewhere �n the d�stance, beyond the cemetery.
Ludm�lla's mother sat on a bench doubled up, w�th her back stuck
out l�ke a cat. My grandmother had gone out to take tea w�th a
ne�ghbor, a m�dw�fe, a great fat woman w�th a nose l�ke a duck's, and
a gold medal "for sav�ng l�ves" on her flat, mascul�ne-look�ng chest.
The whole street feared her, regard�ng her as a w�tch, and �t was
related of her that she had carr�ed out of the flames, when a f�re
broke out, the three ch�ldren and s�ck w�fe of a certa�n colonel. There
was a fr�endsh�p between grandmother and her. When they met �n
the street they used to sm�le at each other from a long way off, as �f
they had seen someth�ng spec�ally pleasant.
Kostrom, Ludm�lla, and I sat on the bench at the gate. Tchurka had
called upon Ludm�lla's brother to wrestle w�th h�m. Locked �n each
other's arms they trampled down the sand and became angry.
"Leave off!" cr�ed Ludm�lla, t�morously.
Look�ng at her s�dew�se out of h�s black eyes, Kostrom told a story
about the hunter Kal�n�n, a grayha�red old man w�th cunn�ng eyes, a
man of ev�l fame, known to all the v�llage. He had not long been
dead, but they had not bur�ed h�m �n the earth �n the graveyard, but
had placed h�s coff�n above ground, away from the other graves. The
coff�n was black, on tall trestles; on the l�d were drawn �n wh�te pa�nt
a cross, a spear, a reed, and two bones. Every n�ght, as soon as �t
grew dark, the old man rose from h�s coff�n and walked about the
cemetery, look�ng for someth�ng, t�ll the f�rst cock crowed.
"Don't talk about such dreadful th�ngs!" begged Ludm�lla.
"Nonsense!" cr�ed Tchurka, break�ng away from her brother. "What
are you tell�ng l�es for? I saw them bury the coff�n myself, and the
one above ground �s s�mply a monument. As to a dead man walk�ng
about, the drunken blacksm�th set the �dea afloat." Kostrom, w�thout
look�ng at h�m, suggested:



"Go and sleep �n the cemetery; then you w�ll see." They began to
quarrel, and Ludm�lla, shak�ng her head sadly, asked:
"Mamochka, do dead people walk about at n�ght?" "They do,"
answered her mother, as �f the quest�on had called her back from a
d�stance.
The son of the shopkeeper Valek, a tall, stout, red-faced youth of
twenty, came to us, and, hear�ng what we were d�sput�ng about, sa�d:
"I w�ll g�ve three greven and ten c�garettes to wh�chever of you three
w�ll sleep t�ll dayl�ght on the coff�n, and I w�ll pull the ears of the one
who �s afra�d—as long as he l�kes. Well?"
We were all s�lent, confused, and Ludm�lla's mother sa�d:
"What nonsense! What do you mean by putt�ng the ch�ldren up to
such nonsense?"
"You hand over a ruble, and I w�ll go," announced Tchurka, gruffly.



Kostrom at once asked sp�tefully:
"But for two greven—you would be afra�d?" Then he sa�d to Valek:
"G�ve h�m the ruble. But he won't go; he �s only mak�ng bel�eve."
"Well, take the ruble."
Tchurka rose, and, w�thout say�ng a word and w�thout hurry�ng, went
away, keep�ng close to the fence. Kostrom, putt�ng h�s f�ngers �n h�s
mouth, wh�stled p�erc�ngly after h�m.; but Ludm�lla sa�d uneas�ly:
"O Lord, what a braggart he �s! I never!"
"Where are you go�ng, coward?" jeered Valek. "And you call yourself
the f�rst f�ghter �n the street!" It was offens�ve to l�sten to h�s jeers. We
d�d not l�ke th�s overfed youth; he was always putt�ng up l�ttle boys to
do wrong, told them obscene stor�es of g�rls and women, and taught
them to tease them. The ch�ldren d�d what he told them, and suffered
dearly for �t. For some reason or other he hated my dog, and used to
throw stones at �t, and one day gave �t some bread w�th a needle �n
�t. But �t was st�ll more offens�ve to see Tchurka go�ng away, shr�nk�ng
and ashamed.
I sa�d to Valek:
"G�ve me the ruble, and I w�ll go."
Mock�ng me and try�ng to fr�ghten me, he held out the ruble to
Ludm�lla's mother, who would not take �t, and sa�d sternly:
"I don't want �t, and I won't have �t!" Then she went out angr�ly.
Ludm�lla also could not make up her m�nd to take the money, and
th�s made Valek jeer the more. I was go�ng away w�thout obta�n�ng
the money when grandmother came along" and, be�ng told all about
�t, took the ruble, say�ng to me softly:
"Put on your overcoat and take a blanket w�th you, for �t grows cold
toward morn�ng."
Her words ra�sed my hopes that noth�ng terr�ble would happen to
me.



Valek la�d �t down on a cond�t�on that I should e�ther l�e or s�t on the
coff�n unt�l �t was l�ght, not leav�ng �t, whatever happened, even �f the
coff�n shook when the old man Kal�n�n began to cl�mb out of the
tomb. If I jumped to the ground I had lost.
"And remember," sa�d Valek, "that I shall be watch�ng you all n�ght."
When I set out for the cemetery grandmother made the s�gn of the
cross over me and k�ssed me.
"If you should see a gl�mpse of anyth�ng, don't move, but just say,
'Ha�l, Mary.'"
I went along qu�ckly, my one des�re be�ng to beg�n and f�n�sh the
whole th�ng. Valek, Kostrom, and another youth escorted me th�ther.
As I was gett�ng over the br�ck wall I got m�xed up �n the blanket, and
fell down, but was up �n the same moment, as �f the earth had
ejected me. There was a chuckle from the other s�de of the wall. My
heart contracted; a cold ch�ll ran down my back.
I went stumbl�ngly on to the black coff�n, aga�nst one s�de of wh�ch
the sand had dr�fted, wh�le on the other s�de could be seen the short,
th�ck legs. It looked as �f some one had tr�ed to l�ft �t up, and had
succeeded only �n mak�ng �t totter. I sat on the edge of the coff�n and
looked around. The h�lly cemetery was s�mply packed w�th gray
crosses; qu�ver�ng shadows fell upon the graves.
Here and there, scattered among the graves, slender w�llows stood
up, un�t�ng adjo�n�ng graves w�th the�r branches. Through the lace-
work of the�r shadows blades of grass stuck up.
The church rose up �n the sky l�ke a snow-dr�ft, and �n the mot�onless
clouds shone the small sett�ng moon.
The father of Yaz, "the good-for-noth�ng peasant," was laz�ly r�ng�ng
h�s bell �n h�s lodge. Each t�me, as he pulled the str�ng, �t caught �n
the �ron plate of the roof and squeaked p�t�fully, after wh�ch could be
heard the metall�c clang of the l�ttle bell. It sounded sharp and
sorrowful.
"God g�ve us rest!" I remembered the say�ng of the watchman. It was
very pa�nful and somehow �t was suffocat�ng. I was persp�r�ng freely



although the n�ght was cool. Should I have t�me to run �nto the
watchman's lodge �f old Kal�n�n really d�d try to creep out of h�s
grave?
I was well acqua�nted w�th the cemetery. I had played among the
graves many t�mes w�th Yaz and other comrades. Over there by the
church my mother was bur�ed.
Every one was not asleep yet, for snatches of laughter and
fragments of songs were borne to me from the v�llage. E�ther on the
ra�lway embankment, to wh�ch they were carry�ng sand, or �n the
v�llage of Kat�zovka a harmon�ca gave forth a strangled sound. Along
the wall, as usual, went the drunken blacksm�th Myachov, s�ng�ng. I
recogn�zed h�m by h�s song:

"To our mother's door
One small s�n we lay.
The only one she loves
Is our Papasha."

It was pleasant to l�sten to the last s�ghs of l�fe, but at each stroke of
the bell �t became qu�eter, and the qu�etness overflowed l�ke a r�ver
over a meadow, drown�ng and h�d�ng everyth�ng. One's soul seemed
to float �n boundless and unfathomable space, to be ext�ngu�shed
l�ke the l�ght of a catch �n the darkness, becom�ng d�ssolved w�thout
leav�ng a trace �n that ocean of space �n wh�ch l�ve only the
unatta�nable stars, sh�n�ng br�ghtly, wh�le everyth�ng on earth
d�sappears as be�ng useless and dead. Wrapp�ng myself �n the
blanket, I sat on the coff�n, w�th my feet tucked under me and my
face to the church. Whenever I moved, the coff�n squeaked, and the
sand under �t crunched.
Someth�ng tw�ce struck the ground close to me, and then a p�ece of
br�ck fell near by. I was fr�ghtened, but then I guessed that Valek and
h�s fr�ends were throw�ng th�ngs at me from the other s�de of the wall,
try�ng to scare me. But I felt all the better for the prox�m�ty of human
creatures.
I began unw�ll�ngly to th�nk of my mother. Once she had found me
try�ng to smoke a c�garette. She began to beat me, but I sa�d:



"Don't touch me; I feel bad enough w�thout that. I feel very s�ck."
Afterward, when I was put beh�nd the stove as a pun�shment, she
sa�d to grandmother:
"That boy has no feel�ng; he does n't love any one." It hurt me to
hear that. When my mother pun�shed me I was sorry for her. I felt
uncomfortable for her sake, because she seldom pun�shed me
deservedly or justly. On the whole, I had rece�ved a great deal of �ll
treatment �n my l�fe. Those people on the other s�de of the fence, for
example, must know that I was fr�ghtened of be�ng alone �n the
cemetery, yet they wanted to fr�ghten me more. Why?
I should l�ke to have shouted to them, "Go to the dev�l!" but that
m�ght have been d�sastrous. Who knew what the dev�l would th�nk of
�t, for no doubt he was somewhere near? There was a lot of m�ca �n
the sand, and �t gleamed fa�ntly �n the moonl�ght, wh�ch rem�nded me
how, ly�ng one day on a raft on the Oka, gaz�ng �nto the water, a
bream suddenly swam almost �n my face, turned on �ts s�de, look�ng
l�ke a human cheek, and, look�ng at me w�th �ts round, b�rd-l�ke eyes,
d�ved to the bottom, flutter�ng l�ke a leaf fall�ng from a maple-tree.
My memory worked w�th �ncreas�ng effort, recall�ng d�fferent
ep�sodes of my l�fe, as �f �t were str�v�ng to protect �tself aga�nst the
�mag�nat�ons evoked by terror.
A hedgehog came roll�ng along, tapp�ng on the sand w�th �ts strong
paws. It rem�nded me of a hobgobl�n; �t was just as l�ttle and as
d�sheveled-look�ng.
I remembered how grandmother, squatt�ng down bes�de the stove,
sa�d, "K�nd master of the house, take away the beetles."
Far away over the town, wh�ch I could not see, �t grew l�ghter. The
cold morn�ng a�r blew aga�nst my cheeks and �nto my eyes. I
wrapped myself �n my blanket. Let come what would!
Grandmother awoke me. Stand�ng bes�de me and pull�ng off the
blanket, she sa�d:
"Get up! Aren't you ch�lled? Well, were you fr�ghtened?"
"I was fr�ghtened, but don't tell any one; don't tell the other boys."



"But why not?" she asked �n amazement. "If you were not afra�d, you
have noth�ng to be proud about."
As he went home she sa�d to me gently:
"You have to exper�ence th�ngs for yourself �n th�s world, dear heart.
If you can't teach yourself, no one else can teach you."
By the even�ng I was the "hero" of the street, and every one asked
me, "Is �t poss�ble that you were not afra�d?" And when I answered, "I
was afra�d," they shook the�r heads and excla�med, "Aha! you see!"
The shopkeeper went about say�ng loudly:
"It may be that they talked nonsense when they sa�d that Kal�n�n
walked. But �f he d�d, do you th�nk he would have fr�ghtened that
boy? No, he would have dr�ven h�m out of the cemetery, and no one
would know where he went."
Ludm�lla looked at me w�th tender aston�shment. Even grandfather
was obv�ously pleased w�th me. They all made much of me. Only
Tchurka sa�d gruffly:
"It was easy enough for h�m; h�s grandmother �s a w�tch!"

CHAPTER III

Impercept�bly, l�ke a l�ttle star at dawn, my brother Kol�a faded away.
Grandmother, he, and I slept �n a small shed on planks covered w�th
var�ous rags. On the other s�de of the ch�nky wall of the outhouse
was the fam�ly poultry-house. We could hear the sleepy, overfed
fowls flutter�ng and cluck�ng �n the even�ng, and the golden, shr�ll-
vo�ced cock awoke us �n the morn�ng.
"Oh, I should l�ke to tear you to p�eces!" grandmother would grumble
when they woke her.
I was already awake, watch�ng the sunbeams fall�ng through the
ch�nks upon my bed, and the s�lver specks of dust wh�ch danced �n



them. These l�ttle specks seemed to me just l�ke the words �n a fa�ry-
tale. M�ce had gnawed the planks, and red beetles w�th black spots
ran about there.
Somet�mes, to escape from the st�fl�ng fumes wh�ch arose from the
so�l �n the fowl-house, I crept out of the wooden hut, cl�mbed to the
roof, and watched the people of the house wak�ng up, eyeless, large,
and swollen w�th sleep. Here appeared the ha�ry noddle of the
boatman Phermanov, a surly drunkard, who gazed at the sun w�th
blear, runn�ng eyes and grunted l�ke a bear. Then grandfather came
hurry�ng out �nto the yard and hastened to the wash-house to wash
h�mself �n cold water. The garrulous cook of the landlord, a sharp-
nosed woman, th�ckly covered w�th freckles, was l�ke a cuckoo. The
landlord h�mself was l�ke an old fat dove. In fact, they were all l�ke
some b�rd, an�mal, or w�ld beast.
Although the morn�ng was so pleasant and br�ght, �t made me feel
sad, and I wanted to get away �nto the f�elds where no one came, for
I had already learned that human creatures always spo�l a br�ght day.
One day when I was ly�ng on the roof grandmother called me, and
sa�d �n a low vo�ce, shak�ng her head as she lay on her bed:
"Kol�a �s dead."
The l�ttle boy had sl�pped from the p�llow, and lay l�v�d, lanky on the
felt cover. H�s n�ght-sh�rt had worked �tself up round h�s neck, leav�ng
bare h�s swollen stomach and crooked legs. H�s hands were
cur�ously folded beh�nd h�s back, as �f he had been try�ng to l�ft
h�mself up. H�s head was bent on one s�de.
"Thank God he has gone!" sa�d grandmother as she d�d her ha�r.
"What would have become of the poor l�ttle wretch had he l�ved?"
Tread�ng almost as �f he were danc�ng, grandfather made h�s
appearance, and caut�ously touched the closed eyes of the ch�ld w�th
h�s f�ngers.
Grandmother asked h�m angr�ly:
"What do you mean by touch�ng h�m w�th unwashen hands?"
He muttered:



"There you are! He gets born, l�ves, and eats, and all for noth�ng."
"You are half asleep," grandmother cut h�m short.
He looked at her vacantly, and went out �n the yard, say�ng:
"I am not go�ng to g�ve h�m a funeral; you can do what you l�ke about
�t."
"Phoo! you m�serable creature!"
I went out, and d�d not return unt�l �t was close upon even�ng. They
bur�ed Kol�a on the morn�ng of the follow�ng day, and dur�ng the
mass I sat by the reopened grave w�th my dog and Yaz's father. He
had dug the grave cheaply, and kept pra�s�ng h�mself for �t before my
face.
"I have only done th�s out of fr�endsh�p; for any one else I should
have charged so many rubles."
Look�ng �nto the yellow p�t, from wh�ch arose a heavy odor, I saw
some mo�st black planks at one s�de. At my sl�ghtest movement the
heaps of sand around the grave fell to the bottom �n a th�n stream,
leav�ng wr�nkles �n the s�des. I moved on purpose, so that the sand
would h�de those boards.
"No larks now!" sa�d Yaz's father, as he smoked.
Grandmother carr�ed out the l�ttle coff�n. The "trashy peasant" sprang
�nto the hole, took the coff�n from her, placed �t bes�de the black
boards, and, jump�ng out of the grave, began to hurl the earth �nto �t
w�th h�s feet and h�s spade. Grandfather and grandmother also
helped h�m �n s�lence. There were ne�ther pr�ests nor beggars there;
only we four am�d a dense crowd of crosses. As she gave the sexton
h�s money, grandmother sa�d reproachfully:
"But you have d�sturbed Var�na's coff�n."
"What else could I do? If I had not done that, I should have had to
take some one else's p�ece of ground. But there's noth�ng to worry
about."
Grandmother prostrated herself on the grave, sobbed and groaned,
and went away, followed by grandfather, h�s eyes h�dden by the peak



of h�s cap, clutch�ng at h�s worn coat.
"They have sown the seed �n unplowed ground," he sa�d suddenly,
runn�ng along �n front, just l�ke a crow on the plowed f�eld.
"What does he mean?" I asked grandmother. "God bless h�m! He
has h�s thoughts," she answered.
It was hot. Grandmother went heav�ly; her feet sank �n the warm
sand. She halted frequently, mopp�ng her persp�r�ng face w�th her
handkerch�ef.
"That black th�ng �n the grave," I asked her, "was �t mother's coff�n?"
"Yes," she sa�d angr�ly. "Ignorant dog! It �s not a year yet, and our
Var�a �s already decayed! It �s the sand that has done �t; �t lets the
water through. If that had to happen, �t would have been better to—"
"Shall we all decay?"
"All. Only the sa�nts escape �t."
"You—you w�ll not decay!"
She halted, set my cap stra�ght, and sa�d to me ser�ously:
"Don't th�nk about �t; �t �s better not. Do you hear?"
But I d�d th�nk of �t. How offens�ve and revolt�ng death was! How
od�ous! I felt very badly about �t.
When we reached home grandfather had already prepared the
samovar and la�d the table.
"Come and have some tea. I expect you are hot," he sa�d. "I have
put �n my own tea as well. Th�s �s for us all."
He went to grandmother and patted her on the shoulder.
"Well, Mother, well?"
Grandmother held up her hands.
"Whatever does �t all mean?"
"Th�s �s what �t means: God �s angry w�th us; He �s tear�ng everyth�ng
away from us b�t by b�t. If fam�l�es l�ved together �n un�ty, l�ke f�ngers
on a hand—"



It was long s�nce he had spoken so gently and peaceably. I l�stened,
hop�ng that the old man would ext�ngu�sh my sense of �njury, and
help me to forget the yellow p�t and the black mo�st boards �n
protuberance �n �ts s�de. But grandmother cut h�m short harshly:
"Leave off, Father! You have been utter�ng words l�ke that all your
l�fe, and I should l�ke to know who �s the better for them? All your l�fe
you have eaten �nto every one as rust corrodes �ron."
Grandfather muttered, looked at her, and held h�s tongue.
In the even�ng, at the gate, I told Ludm�lla sorrowfully about what I
had seen �n the morn�ng, but �t d�d not seem to make much
�mpress�on on her.
"Orphans are better off. If my father and mother were to d�e, I should
leave my s�ster to look after my brother, and I myself would go �nto a
convent for the rest of my l�fe. Where else should I go? I don't expect
to get marr�ed, be�ng lame and unable to work. Bes�des, I m�ght br�ng
cr�ppled ch�ldren �nto the world."
She spoke w�sely, l�ke all the women of our street, and �t must have
been from that even�ng that I lost �nterest �n her. In fact, my l�fe took
a turn wh�ch caused me to see her very seldom.
A few days after the death of my brother, grandfather sa�d to me:
"Go to bed early th�s even�ng, wh�le �t �s st�ll l�ght, and I w�ll call you.
We w�ll go �nto the forest and get some logs."
"And I w�ll come and gather herbs," declared grandmother.
The forest of f�r- and b�rch-trees stood on a marsh about three versts
d�stant from the v�llage. Abound�ng �n w�thered and fallen trees, �t
stretched �n one d�rect�on to the Oka, and �n the other to the h�gh
road to Moscow. Beyond �t, w�th �ts soft, black br�stles look�ng l�ke a
black tent, rose the f�r-th�cket on the "R�dge of Savelov."
All th�s property belonged to Count Shuvalov, and was badly
guarded. The �nhab�tants of Kunav�n regarded �t as the�r own, carr�ed
away the fallen trees and cut off the dr�ed wood, and on occas�on
were not squeam�sh about cutt�ng down l�v�ng trees. In the autumn,
when they were lay�ng �n a stock of wood for the w�nter, people used



to steal out here by the dozen, w�th hatchets and ropes on the�r
backs.
And so we three went out at dawn over the s�lver-green, dewy f�elds.
On our left, beyond the Oka, above the ruddy s�des of the H�ll of
Dyatlov, above wh�te N�jn�-Novgorod, on the h�llocks �n the gardens,
on the golden domes of churches, rose the lazy Russ�an sun �n �ts
le�surely manner. A gentle w�nd blew sleep�ly from the turb�d Oka;
the golden buttercups, bowed down by the dew, sway to and fro;
l�lac-colored bells bowed dumbly to the earth; everlast�ng flowers of
d�fferent colors stuck up dryly �n the barren turf; the blood-red
blossoms of the flower called "n�ght beauty" opened l�ke stars. The
woods came to meet us l�ke a dark army; the f�r-trees spread out
the�r w�ngs l�ke large b�rds; the b�rches looked l�ke ma�dens. The
acr�d smell of the marshes flowed over the f�elds. My dog ran bes�de
me w�th h�s p�nk tongue hang�ng out, often halt�ng and snuff�ng the
a�r, and shak�ng h�s foxl�ke head, as �f �n perplex�ty. Grandfather, �n
grandmother's short coat and an old peakless cap, bl�nk�ng and
sm�l�ng at someth�ng or other, walked as caut�ously as �f he were
bent on steal�ng. Grandmother, wear�ng a blue blouse, a black sk�rt,
and a wh�te handkerch�ef about her head, waddled comfortably. It
was d�ff�cult to hurry when walk�ng beh�nd her.
The nearer we came to the forest, the more an�mated grandfather
became. Walk�ng w�th h�s nose �n the a�r and mutter�ng, he began to
speak, at f�rst d�sjo�ntedly and �nart�culately, and afterward happ�ly
and beaut�fully, almost as �f he had been dr�nk�ng.
"The forests are the Lord's gardens. No one planted them save the
w�nd of God and the holy breath of H�s mouth. When I was work�ng
on the boats �n my youth I went to Jegoulya. Oh, Lexe�, you w�ll
never have the exper�ences I have had! There are forests along the
Oka, from Kas�mov to Mouron, and there are forests on the Volga,
too, stretch�ng as far as the Urals. Yes; �t �s all so boundless and
wonderful."
Grandmother looked at h�m askance, and w�nked at me, and he,
stumbl�ng over the h�llocks, let fall some d�sjo�nted, dry words that
have rema�ned forever f�xed �n my memory.



"We were tak�ng some empty o�l-casks from Saratov to Makara on
the Yamarka, and we had w�th us as sk�pper Kyr�l of Poreshka. The
mate was a Tatar—Asaph, or some such name. When we reached
Jegul�a the w�nd was r�ght �n our faces, blow�ng w�th all �ts force; and
as �t rema�ned �n the same quarter and tossed us about, we went on
shore to cook some food for ourselves. It was Mayt�me. The sea lay
smooth around the land, and the waves just floated on her? l�ke a
flock of b�rds—l�ke thousands of swans wh�ch sport on the Casp�an
Sea. The h�lls of Jegul�a are green �n the spr�ngt�me; the sun floods
the earth w�th gold. We rested; we became fr�endly; we seemed to
be drawn to one another. It was gray and cold on the r�ver, but on
shore �t was warm and fragrant. At event�de our Kyr�l—he was a
harsh man and well on �n years—stood up, took off h�s cap, and
sa�d: 'Well, ch�ldren, I am no longer e�ther ch�ef or servant. Go away
by yourselves, and I w�ll go to the forest.' We were all startled. What
was �t that he was say�ng? We ought not to be left w�thout some one
respons�ble to be master. You see, people can't get on w�thout a
head, although �t �s only on the Volga, wh�ch �s l�ke a stra�ght road. It
�s poss�ble to lose one's way, for people alone are only l�ke a
senseless beast, and who cares what becomes of them? We were
fr�ghtened; but he—he had made up h�s m�nd. I have no des�re to go
on l�v�ng as your shepherd; I am go�ng �nto the forest.' Some of us
had half a m�nd to se�ze and keep h�m by force, but the others sa�d,
'Wa�t!' Then the Tatar mate set up a cry: I shall go, too!' It was very
bad luck. The Tatar had not been pa�d by the propr�etors for the last
two journeys; �n fact, he had done half of a th�rd one w�thout pay, and
that was a lot of money to lose �n those days. We wrangled over the
matter unt�l n�ght, and then seven of our company left us, leav�ng
only s�xteen or fourteen of us. That's what your forests do for
people!"
"D�d they go and jo�n the br�gands?"
"Maybe, or they may have become herm�ts. We d�d not �nqu�re �nto
the matter then."
Grandmother crossed herself.



"Holy Mother of God! When one th�nks of people, one cannot help
be�ng sorry for them."
"We are all g�ven the same powers of reason, you know, where the
dev�l draws."
We entered the forest by a wet path between marshy h�llocks and
fra�l f�r-trees. I thought that �t must be lovely to go and l�ve �n the
woods as Kyr�l of Poreshka had done. There are no chatter�ng
human creatures there, no f�ghts or drunkenness. There I should be
able to forget the repuls�ve greed�ness of grandfather and mother's
sandy grave, all of wh�ch th�ngs hurt me, and we�ghed on my heart
w�th an oppress�ve heav�ness. When we came to a dry place
grandmother sa�d:
"We must have a snack now. S�t down."
In her basket there were rye bread, on�ons, cucumbers, salt, and
curds wrapped �n a cloth. Grandfather looked at all th�s �n confus�on
and bl�nked.
"But I d�d not br�ng anyth�ng to eat, good Mother."
"There �s enough for us all."
We sat down, lean�ng aga�nst the mast-l�ke trunk of a f�r-tree. The a�r
was laden w�th a res�nous odor; from the f�elds blew a gentle w�nd;
the shave-grass waved to and fro. Grandmother plucked the herbs
w�th her dark hands, and told me about the med�c�nal propert�es of
St. John's-wort, betony, and r�b-wort, and of the secret power of
bracken. Grandfather hewed the fallen trees �n p�eces, and �t was my
part to carry the logs and put them all �n one place; but I stole away
unnot�ced �nto the th�cket after grandmother. She looked as �f she
were float�ng among the stout, hardy tree-trunks, and as �f she were
d�v�ng when she stooped to the earth, wh�ch was strewn w�th f�r-
cones. She talked to herself as she went along.
"We have come too early aga�n. There w�ll be hardly any
mushrooms. Lord, how badly Thou lookest after the poor!
Mushrooms are the treat of the poor."



I followed her s�lently and caut�ously, not to attract her attent�on. I d�d
not w�sh to �nterrupt her conversat�on w�th God, the herbs, and the
frogs. But she saw me.
"Have you run away from grandfather?" And stoop�ng to the black
earth, splend�dly decked �n flowered vestments, she spoke of the
t�me when God, enraged w�th mank�nd, flooded the earth w�th water
and drowned all l�v�ng creatures. "But the sweet Mother of God had
beforehand collected the seeds of everyth�ng �n a basket and h�dden
them, and when �t was all over, she begged the sun: 'Dry the earth
from end to end, and then w�ll all the people s�ng thy pra�ses.' The
sun dr�ed the earth, and she sowed the seed. God looked. Once
more the earth was covered w�th l�v�ng creatures, herbs, cattle, and
people. 'Who has done th�s aga�nst My w�ll?' He asked. And here
she confessed, and as God had been sorry H�mself to see the earth
bare, He sa�d to her, 'You have done well.'"
I l�ked th�s story, but �t surpr�sed me, and I sa�d very gravely:
"But was that really so? The Mother of God was born long after the
flood."
It was now grandmother's turn to be surpr�sed.
"Who told you that?"
"It was wr�tten �n the books at school."
Th�s reassured her, and she gave me the adv�ce:
"Put all that as�de; forget �t. It �s only out of books; they are l�es,
those books." And laugh�ng softly, gayly, "Th�nk for a moment, s�lly!
God was; and H�s Mother was not? Then of whom was He born?"
"I don't know."
"Good! You have learned enough to be able to say 'I don't know.'"
"The pr�est sa�d that the Mother of God was born of Joach�m and
Anna."
Then grandmother was angry. She faced about, and looked sternly
�nto my eyes.



"If that �s what you th�nk, I w�ll slap you." But �n the course of a few
m�nutes she expla�ned to me. "The Blessed V�rg�n always ex�sted
before any one and anyth�ng. Of Her was God born, and then—"
"And Chr�st, what about H�m?"
Grandmother was s�lent, shutt�ng her eyes �n her confus�on.
"And what about Chr�st? Eh? eh?"
I saw that I was v�ctor, that I had caused the d�v�ne myster�es to be a
snare to her, and �t was not a pleasant thought.
We went farther and farther �nto the forest, �nto the dark-blue haze
p�erced by the golden rays of the sun. There was a pecul�ar murmur,
dreamy, and arous�ng dreams. The crossb�ll ch�rped, the t�tmouses
uttered the�r bell-l�ke notes, the goldf�nch p�ped, the cuckoo laughed,
the jealous song of the chaff�nch was heard unceas�ngly, and that
strange b�rd, the hawf�nch, sang pens�vely. Emerald-green frogs
hopped around our feet; among the roots, guard�ng them, lay an
adder, w�th h�s golden head ra�sed; the squ�rrel cracked nuts, h�s
furry ta�l peep�ng out among the f�r-trees. The deeper one went �nto
the forest, the more one saw.
Among the trunks of the f�r-trees appeared transparent, aër�al f�gures
of g�gant�c people, wh�ch d�sappeared �nto the green mass through
wh�ch the blue and s�lver sky shone. Under one's feet there was a
splend�d carpet of moss, sown w�th red b�lberr�es, and moor-berr�es
shone �n the grass l�ke drops of blood. Mushrooms tantal�zed one
w�th the�r strong smell.
"Holy V�rg�n, br�ght earthly l�ght," prayed grandmother, draw�ng a
deep breath.
In the forest she was l�ke the m�stress of a house w�th all her fam�ly
round her. She ambled along l�ke a bear, see�ng and pra�s�ng
everyth�ng and g�v�ng thanks. It seemed as �f a certa�n warmth
flowed from her through the forest, and when the moss, crushed by
her feet, ra�sed �tself and stood up �n her wake, �t was pecul�arly
pleas�ng to me to see �t.



As I walked along I thought how n�ce �t would be to be a br�gand; to
rob the greedy and g�ve the spo�l to the poor; to make them all happy
and sat�sf�ed, ne�ther envy�ng nor scold�ng one another, l�ke bad-
tempered curs. It was good to go thus to grandmother's God, to her
Holy V�rg�n, and tell them all the truth about the bad l�ves people led,
and how clums�ly and offens�vely they bur�ed one another �n rubb�shy
sand. And there was so much that was unnecessar�ly repuls�ve and
tortur�ng on earth! If the Holy V�rg�n bel�eved what I sa�d, let her g�ve
me such an �ntell�gence as would enable me to construct everyth�ng
d�fferently and �mprove the cond�t�on of th�ngs. It d�d not matter about
my not be�ng grown-up. Chr�st had been only a year older than I was
when the w�se men l�stened to H�m.
Once �n my preoccupat�on I fell �nto a deep p�t, hurt�ng my s�de and
graz�ng the back of my neck. S�tt�ng at the bottom of th�s p�t �n the
cold mud, wh�ch was as st�cky as res�n, I real�zed w�th a feel�ng of
�ntense hum�l�at�on that I should not be able to get out by myself, and
I d�d not l�ke the �dea of fr�ghten�ng grandmother by call�ng out.
However, I had to call her �n the end. She soon dragged me out, and,
cross�ng herself, sa�d:
"The Lord be pra�sed! It �s a lucky th�ng that the bear's p�t was empty.
What would have happened to you �f the master of the house had
been ly�ng there?" And she cr�ed through her laughter.
Then she took me to the brook, washed my wounds and t�ed them
up w�th str�ps of her chem�se, after lay�ng some heal�ng leaves upon
them, and took me �nto the ra�lway s�gnal-box, for I had not the
strength to get all the way home.
And so �t happened that almost every day I sa�d to grandmother:
"Let us go �nto the forest."
She used to agree w�ll�ngly, and thus we l�ved all the summer and far
�nto the autumn, gather�ng herbs, berr�es, mushrooms, and nuts.
Grandmother sold what we gathered, and by th�s means we were
able to keep ourselves.
"Lazy beggars!" shr�eked grandfather, though we never had food
from h�m.



The forest called up a feel�ng of peace and solace �n my heart, and
�n that feel�ng all my gr�efs were swallowed up, and all that was
unpleasant was obl�terated. Dur�ng that t�me also my senses
acqu�red a pecul�ar keenness, my hear�ng and s�ght became more
acute, my memory more retent�ve, my storehouse of �mpress�ons
w�dened.
And the more I saw of grandmother, the more she amazed me. I had
been accustomed to regard her as a h�gher be�ng, as the very best
and the w�sest creature upon the earth, and she was cont�nually
strengthen�ng th�s conv�ct�on. For �nstance, one even�ng we had
been gather�ng wh�te mushrooms, and when we arr�ved at the edge
of the forest on our way home grandmother sat down to rest wh�le I
went beh�nd the tree to see �f there were any more mushrooms.
Suddenly I heard her vo�ce, and th�s �s what I saw: she was seated
by the footpath calmly putt�ng away the root of a mushroom, wh�le
near her, w�th h�s tongue hang�ng out, stood a gray, emac�ated dog.
"You go away now! Go away!" sa�d grandmother. "Go, and God be
w�th you!"
Not long before that Valek had po�soned my dog, and I wanted very
much to have th�s one. I ran to the path. The dog hunched h�mself
strangely w�thout mov�ng h�s neck, and, look�ng at me w�th h�s green,
hungry eyes, leaped �nto the forest, w�th h�s ta�l between h�s legs. H�s
movements were not those of a dog, and when I wh�stled, he hurled
h�mself w�ldly �nto the bushes.
"You saw?" sa�d grandmother, sm�l�ng. "At f�rst I was dece�ved. I
thought �t was a dog. I looked aga�n and saw that I was m�staken. He
had the fangs of a wolf, and the neck, too. I was qu�te fr�ghtened.
'Well,' I sa�d, '�f you are a wolf, take yourself off!' It �s a good th�ng
that wolves are not dangerous �n the summer."
She was never afra�d �n the forest, and always found her way home
unerr�ngly. By the smell of the grass she knew what k�nd of
mushrooms ought to be found �n such and such a place, what sort �n
another, and often exam�ned me �n the subject.



"What sort of trees do th�s and that fungus love? How do you
d�st�ngu�sh the ed�ble from the po�sonous?"
By hardly v�s�ble scratches on the bark of a tree she showed me
where the squ�rrel had made h�s home �n a hollow, and I would cl�mb
up and ravage the nest of the an�mal, robb�ng h�m of h�s w�nter store
of nuts. Somet�mes there were as many as ten pounds �n one nest.
And one day, when I was thus engaged, a hunter planted twenty-
seven shot �n the r�ght s�de of my body. Grandmother got eleven of
them out w�th a needle, but the rest rema�ned under my sk�n for
many years, com�ng out by degrees.
Grandmother was pleased w�th me for bear�ng pa�n pat�ently.
"Brave boy!" she pra�sed me. "He who �s most pat�ent w�ll be the
cleverest."
Whenever she had saved a l�ttle money from the sale of mushrooms
and nuts, she used to lay �t on w�ndow-s�lls as "secret alms," and she
herself went about �n rags and patches even on Sundays.
"You go about worse than a beggar. You put me to shame,"
grumbled grandfather.
"What does �t matter to you? I am not your daughter. I am not look�ng
for a husband."
The�r quarrels had become more frequent.
"I am not more s�nful than others," cr�ed grandfather �n �njured tones,
"but my pun�shment �s greater."
Grandmother used to tease h�m.
"The dev�ls know what every one �s worth." And she would say to me
pr�vately: "My old man �s fr�ghtened of dev�ls. See how qu�ckly he �s
ag�ng! It �s all from fear; eh, poor man!"
I had become very hardy dur�ng the summer, and qu�te savage
through l�v�ng �n the forest, and I had lost all �nterest �n the l�fe of my
contemporar�es, such as Ludm�lla. She seemed to me to be
t�resomely sens�ble.



One day grandfather returned from the town very wet. It was
autumn, and the ra�ns were fall�ng. Shak�ng h�mself on the threshold
l�ke a sparrow, he sa�d tr�umphantly:
"Well, young rascal, you are go�ng to a new s�tuat�on to-morrow."
"Where now?" asked grandmother, angr�ly.
"To your s�ster Matrena, to her son."
"O Father, you have done very wrong."
"Hold your tongue, fool! They w�ll make a man of h�m."
Grandmother let her head droop and sa�d noth�ng more.
In the even�ng I told Ludm�lla that I was go�ng to l�ve �n the town.
"They are go�ng to take me there soon," she �nformed me,
thoughtfully. "Papa wants my leg to be taken off altogether. W�thout �t
I should get well."
She had grown very th�n dur�ng the summer; the sk�n of her face had
assumed a blu�sh t�nt, and her eyes had grown larger.
"Are you afra�d?" I asked her.
"Yes," she repl�ed, and wept s�lently.
I had no means of consol�ng her, for I was fr�ghtened myself at the
prospect of l�fe �n town. We sat for a long t�me �n pa�nful s�lence,
pressed close aga�nst each other. If �t had been summer, I should
have asked grandmother to come begg�ng w�th me, as she had done
when she was a g�rl. We m�ght have taken Ludm�lla w�th us; I could
have drawn her along �n a l�ttle cart. But �t was autumn. A damp w�nd
blew up the streets, the sky was heavy w�th ra�n-clouds, the earth
frowned. It had begun to look d�rty and unhappy.

CHAPTER IV



Once more I was �n the town, �n a two-stor�ed wh�te house wh�ch
rem�nded me of a coff�n meant to hold a lot of people. It was a new
house, but �t looked as �f were �n �ll health, and was bloated l�ke a
beggar who has suddenly become r�ch and has overeaten. It stood
s�dew�se to the street, and had e�ght w�ndows to each floor, but
where the face of the house ought to have been there were only four
w�ndows. The lower w�ndows looked on a narrow passage and on
the yard, and the upper w�ndows on the laundress's l�ttle house and
the causeway.
No street, as I understood the term, ex�sted. In front of the house a
d�rty causeway ran �n two d�rect�ons, cut �n two by a narrow d�ke. To
the left, �t extended to the House of Detent�on, and was heaped w�th
rubb�sh and logs, and at the bottom stood a th�ck pool of dark-green
f�lth. On the r�ght, at the end of the causeway, the sl�my Xvyexd�n
Pond stagnated. The m�ddle of the causeway was exactly oppos�te
the house, and half of �t was strewn w�th f�lth and overgrown w�th
nettles and horse sorrel, wh�le �n the other half the pr�est Dor�edont
Pokrovsk� had planted a garden �n wh�ch was a summer-house of
th�n lathes pa�nted red. If one threw stones at �t, the lathes spl�t w�th
a crackl�ng sound.
The place was �ntolerably depress�ng and shamelessly d�rty. The
autumn had ruthlessly broken up the f�lthy, rotten earth, chang�ng �t
�nto a sort of red res�n wh�ch clung to one's feet tenac�ously. I had
never seen so much d�rt �n so small a space before, and after be�ng
accustomed to the cleanl�ness of the f�elds and forests, th�s corner of
the town aroused my d�sgust.
Beyond the causeway stretched gray, broken-down fences, and �n
the d�stance I recogn�zed the l�ttle house �n wh�ch I had l�ved when I
was shop-boy. The nearness of that house depressed me st�ll more.
I had known my master before; he and h�s brother used to be among
mother's v�s�tors. H�s brother �t was who had sung so com�cally:

"Andre�—papa, Andre�—papa—"
They were not changed. The elder, w�th a hook nose and long ha�r,
was pleasant �n manner and seemed to be k�nd; the younger, V�ctor,
had the same horse-l�ke face and the same freckles. The�r mother,



grandmother's s�ster, was very cross and fault-f�nd�ng. The elder son
was marr�ed. H�s w�fe was a splend�d creature, wh�te l�ke bread
made from Ind�an corn, w�th very large, dark eyes. She sa�d to me
tw�ce dur�ng the f�rst day:
"I gave your mother a s�lk cloak tr�mmed w�th jet."
Somehow I d�d not want to bel�eve that she had g�ven, and that my
mother had accepted, a present. When she rem�nded me of �t aga�n,
I sa�d:
"You gave �t to her, and that �s the end of the matter; there �s noth�ng
to boast about."
She started away from me.
"Wh-a-at? To whom are you speak�ng?"
Her face came out �n red blotches, her eyes rolled, and she called
her husband.
He came �nto the k�tchen, w�th h�s compasses �n h�s hand and a
penc�l beh�nd h�s ear, l�stened to what h�s w�fe had to say, and then
sa�d to me:
"You must speak properly to her and to us all. There must be no
�nsolence." Then he sa�d to h�s w�fe, �mpat�ently, "Don't d�sturb me
w�th your nonsense!"
"What do you mean—nonsense? If your relat�ves—"
"The dev�l take my relat�ves!" cr�ed the master, rush�ng away.
I myself was not pleased to th�nk that they were relat�ves of
grandmother. Exper�ence had taught me that relat�ves behave worse
to one another than do strangers. The�r goss�p �s more sp�teful, s�nce
they know more of the bad and r�d�culous s�des of one another than
strangers, and they fall out and f�ght more often.
I l�ked my master. He used to shake back h�s ha�r w�th a graceful
movement, and tuck �t beh�nd h�s ears, and he rem�nded me
somehow of "Good Bus�ness." He often laughed merr�ly; h�s gray
eyes looked k�ndly upon me, and funny wr�nkles played d�vert�ngly
about h�s aqu�l�ne nose.



"You have abused each other long enough, w�ld fowl," he would say
to h�s mother and h�s w�fe, show�ng h�s small, closely set teeth �n a
gentle sm�le.
The mother-�n-law and the daughter-�n-law abused each other all
day. I was surpr�sed to see how sw�ftly and eas�ly they plunged �nto a
quarrel. The f�rst th�ng �n the morn�ng, w�th the�r ha�r unbrushed and
the�r clothes unfastened, they would rush about the rooms as �f the
house were on f�re, and they fussed about all day, only paus�ng to
take breath �n the d�n�ng-room at d�nner, tea, or supper. They ate and
drank t�ll they could eat and dr�nk no more, and at d�nner they talked
about the food and d�sputed letharg�cally, prepar�ng for a b�g quarrel.
No matter what �t was that the mother-�n-law had prepared, the
daughter-�n-law was sure to say:
"My mother d�d not cook �t th�s way."
"Well, �f that �s so, she d�d �t badly, that's all." "On the contrary, she
d�d �t better."
"Well, you had better go back to your mother."
"I am m�stress here."
"And who am I?"
Here the master would �ntervene.
"That w�ll do, w�ld fowl! What �s the matter w�th you? Are you mad?"
For some �nexpl�cable reason everyth�ng about that house was
pecul�ar and m�rth-provok�ng. The way from the k�tchen to the d�n�ng-
room lay through a small closet, the only one �n the house, through
wh�ch they carr�ed the samovar and the food �nto the d�n�ng-room. It
was the cause of merry w�tt�c�sms and often of laughable
m�sunderstand�ngs. I slept �n the k�tchen, between that door and the
one lead�ng to the sta�rs. My head was hot from the heat of the
cook�ng-stove, but the draft from the sta�rs blew on my feet. When I
ret�red to bed, I used to take all the mats off the floor and wrap them
round my feet.
The large recept�on-room, w�th �ts two p�er-glasses, �ts p�ctures �n g�lt
frames, �ts pa�r of card-tables, and �ts dozen V�enna cha�rs, was a



dreary, depress�ng place. The small draw�ng-room was s�mply
packed w�th a medley of soft furn�ture, w�th wedd�ng presents, s�lver
art�cles, and a tea-serv�ce. It was adorned w�th three lamps, one
larger than the other two.
In the dark, w�ndowless bedroom, �n add�t�on to the w�de bed, there
were trunks and cupboards from wh�ch came the odors of leaf
tobacco and Pers�an camom�le. These three rooms were always
unoccup�ed, wh�le the ent�re household squeezed �tself �nto the l�ttle
d�n�ng-room. D�rectly after breakfast, at e�ght o'clock, the master and
h�s brother moved the table, and, lay�ng sheets of wh�te paper upon
�t, w�th cases, penc�ls, and saucers conta�n�ng Ind�an �nk, set to work,
one at each end of the table. The table was shaky, and took up
nearly the whole of the room, and when the m�stress and the nurse
came out of the nursery they had to brush past the corners.
"Don't come fuss�ng about here!" V�ctor would cry.
"Vass�a, please tell h�m not to shout at me," the m�stress would say
to her husband �n an offended tone.
"All r�ght; but don't come and shake the table," her husband would
reply peaceably.
"I am stout, and the room �s so small."
"Well, we w�ll go and work �n the large draw�ngroom."
But at that she cr�ed �nd�gnantly:
"Lord! why on earth should you work �n the large draw�ng-room?"
At the door of the closet appeared the angry face of Matrena
Ivanovna, flushed w�th the heat of the stove. She called out:
"You see how �t �s, Vass�a? She knows that you are work�ng, and yet
she can't be sat�sf�ed w�th the other four rooms."
V�ctor laughed mal�c�ously, but the master sa�d: "That w�ll do!"
And the daughter-�n-law, w�th a venomously eloquent gesture, sank
�nto a cha�r and groaned:
"I am dy�ng! I am dy�ng!"



"Don't h�nder my work, the dev�l take you!" roared the master, turn�ng
pale w�th the exert�on. "Th�s �s noth�ng better than a mad-house.
Here am I break�ng my back to feed you. Oh, you w�ld fowl!"
At f�rst these quarrels used to alarm me, espec�ally when the
m�stress, se�z�ng a table kn�fe, rushed �nto the closet, and, shutt�ng
both the doors, began to shr�ek l�ke a mad th�ng. For a m�nute the
house was qu�et, then the master, hav�ng tr�ed to force the door,
stooped down, and called out to me:
"Cl�mb up on my back and unfasten the hook."
I sw�ftly jumped on h�s back, and broke the pane of glass over the
door; but when I bent down, the m�stress h�t me over the head w�th
the blade of the kn�fe. However, I succeeded �n open�ng the door,
and the master, dragg�ng h�s w�fe �nto the d�n�ng-room after a
struggle, took the kn�fe away from her. As I sat �n the k�tchen rubb�ng
my bru�sed head, I soon came to the conclus�on that I had suffered
for noth�ng. The kn�fe was so blunt that �t would hardly cut a p�ece of
bread, and �t would certa�nly never have made an �nc�s�on �n any
one's sk�n. Bes�des, there had been no need for me to cl�mb on the
master's back. I could have broken the glass by stand�ng on a cha�r,
and �n any case �t would have been eas�er for a grown person to
have unfastened the hook, s�nce h�s arms would have been longer.
After that ep�sode the quarrels �n the house ceased to alarm me.
The brothers used to s�ng �n the church cho�r; somet�mes they used
to s�ng softly over the�r work. The elder would beg�n �n a bar�tone:

"The r�ng, wh�ch was the ma�den's heart,
I cast from me �nto the sea."

And the younger would jo�n w�th h�s tenor:
"And I w�th that very r�ng
Her earthly joy d�d ru�n."

The m�stress would murmur from the nursery:
"Have you gone out of your m�nds? Baby �s asleep," or: "How can
you, Vass�a, a marr�ed man, be s�ng�ng about g�rls? Bes�des, the bell
w�ll r�ng for vespers �n a m�nute."



"What's the matter now? We are only s�ng�ng a church tune."
But the m�stress �nt�mated that �t was out of place to s�ng church
tunes here, there, and everywhere. Bes�des, and she po�nted
eloquently to the l�ttle door.
"We shall have to change our quarters, or the dev�l knows what w�ll
become of us," sa�d the master.
He sa�d just as often that he must get another table, and he sa�d �t
for three years �n success�on.
When I l�stened to my employers talk�ng about people, I was always
rem�nded of the boot-shop. They used to talk �n the same way there.
It was ev�dent to me that my present masters also thought
themselves better than any one �n the town. They knew the rules of
correct conduct to the m�nutest deta�l, and, gu�ded by these rules,
wh�ch were not at all clear to me, they judged others p�t�lessly and
unspar�ngly. Th�s s�tt�ng �n judgment aroused �n me a feroc�ous
resentment and anger aga�nst the laws of my employers, and the
break�ng of those laws became a source of pleasure to me.
I had a lot of work to do. I fulf�lled all the dut�es of a housema�d,
washed the k�tchen over on Wednesday, clean�ng the samovar and
all the copper vessels, and on Saturday cleaned the floor of the rest
of the house and both sta�rcases. I had to chop and br�ng �n the
wood for the stoves, wash up, prepare vegetables for cook�ng, and
go market�ng w�th the m�stress, carry�ng her basket of purchases
after her, bes�des runn�ng errands to the shops and to the chem�st.
My real m�stress, grandmother's s�ster, a no�sy, �ndom�table,
�mplacably f�erce old woman, rose early at s�x o'clock, and after
wash�ng herself �n a hurry, knelt before the �con w�th only her
chem�se on, and compla�ned long to God about her l�fe, her ch�ldren,
and her daughter-�n-law.
"Lord," she would excla�m, w�th tears �n her vo�ce, press�ng her two
f�rst f�ngers and her thumbs aga�nst her forehead—"Lord, I ask
noth�ng, I want noth�ng; only g�ve me rest and peace, Lord, by Thy
power!"



Her sobs used to wake me up, and, half asleep, I used to peep from
under the blanket, and l�sten w�th terror to her pass�onate prayers.
The autumn morn�ng looked d�mly �n at the k�tchen w�ndow through
panes washed by the ra�n. On the floor �n the cold tw�l�ght her gray
f�gure swayed from s�de to s�de; she waved her arms alarm�ngly. Her
th�n, l�ght ha�r fell from her small head upon her neck and shoulders
from under the swath�ng handkerch�ef, wh�ch kept sl�pp�ng off. She
would replace �t angr�ly w�th her left hand, mutter�ng "Oh, bother
you!"
Str�k�ng her forehead w�th force, beat�ng her breast and her
shoulders, she would wa�l:
"And my daughter-�n-law—pun�sh her, O Lord, on my account! Make
her pay for all that she has made me suffer! And open the eyes of
my son—open h�s eyes and V�ctor's! Lord, help V�ctor; be merc�ful to
h�m!"
V�ctorushka also slept �n the k�tchen, and, hear�ng the groans of h�s
mother, would cry �n a sleepy vo�ce:
"Mamasha, you are funn�ng down the young w�fe aga�n. It �s really
dreadful."
"All r�ght; go to sleep," the old woman would wh�sper gu�lt�ly. She
would be s�lent for a m�nute perhaps, and then she would beg�n to
murmur v�nd�ct�vely, "May the�r bones be broken, and may there be
no shelter for them on earth, Lord!"
Even grandfather had never prayed so terr�bly.
When she had sa�d her prayers she used to wake me up.
"Wake up! You w�ll never get on �f you do not get up early. Get the
samovar ready! Br�ng the wood �n! D�d n't you get the st�cks ready
over n�ght?"
I tr�ed to be qu�ck �n order to escape hear�ng the frothy wh�sper of the
old woman, but �t was �mposs�ble to please her. She went about the
k�tchen l�ke a w�nter snow-storm, h�ss�ng:
"Not so much no�se, you l�ttle dev�l! Wake V�ctorushka up, and I w�ll
g�ve you someth�ng! Now run along to the shop!"



On week-days I used to buy two pounds of wheaten bread and two
copecks' worth of rolls for the young m�stress. When I brought �t �n,
the women would look at �t susp�c�ously, and, we�gh�ng �t �n the
palms of the�r hands, would ask;
"Was n't there a make-we�ght? No? Open your mouth!" And then
they would cry tr�umphantly: "He has gobbled up the make-we�ght;
here are the crumbs �n h�s teeth! You see, Vass�a?"
I worked w�ll�ngly enough. It pleased me to abol�sh d�rt from the
house, to wash the floors, to clean the copper vessels, the warm-
holes, and the door-handles. More than once I heard the women
remark about me �n the�r peaceful moments:
"He �s zealous."
"And clean."
"Only he �s very �mpudent."
"Well, Mother, who has educated h�m?"
They both tr�ed to educate me to respect them, but I regarded them
as half w�tted. I d�d not l�ke them; I would not obey them, and I used
to answer them back. The young m�stress must have not�ced what a
bad effect the�r speeches had upon me, for she sa�d w�th �ncreas�ng
frequency:
"You ought to remember from what a poor fam�ly you have been
taken. I gave your mother a s�lk cloak tr�mmed w�th jet."
One day I sa�d to her:
"Do you want me to sk�n myself to pay for the cloak?"
"Good grac�ous!" she cr�ed �n a tone of alarm, "th�s boy �s capable of
sett�ng f�re to the place!"
I was extremely surpr�sed. Why d�d she say that? They both
compla�ned to the master about me on th�s occas�on, and he sa�d to
me sternly:
"Now, my boy, you had better look out." But one day he sa�d coolly to
h�s w�fe and h�s mother: "You are a n�ce pa�r! You r�de the boy as �f



he were a geld�ng! Any other boy would have run away long ago �f
you had not worked h�m to death f�rst."
Th�s made the women so angry that they wept, and h�s w�fe stamped
her foot, cry�ng:
"How can you speak l�ke that before h�m, you longha�red fool? What
can I do w�th h�m after th�s? And �n my state of health, too!"
The mother cr�ed sadly:
"May God forg�ve you, Vass�a Vass�l�ch! Only, mark my words, you
are spo�l�ng that boy."
When they had gone away rag�ng, the master sa�d to me sternly:
"You see, you l�ttle dev�l, what row's you cause! I shall take you back
to your grandfather, and you can be a rag-p�cker aga�n."
Th�s �nsult was more than I could bear, and I sa�d: "I had a better l�fe
as a rag-p�cker than I have w�th you. You took me as a pup�l, and
what have you taught me? To empty the d�sh-water!"
He took me by the ha�r, but not roughly, and looked �nto my eyes,
say�ng �n a tone of aston�shment:
"I see you are rebell�ous. That, my lad, won't su�t me. N-o-o."
I thought that I should be sent away for th�s, but a few days later he
came �nto the k�tchen w�th a roll of th�ck paper, a penc�l, a square,
and a ruler �n h�s hands.
"When you have f�n�shed clean�ng the kn�ves, draw th�s."
On one sheet of paper was outl�ned the façade of a two-stor�ed
house, w�th many w�ndows and absurd decorat�ons.
"Here are compasses for you. Place dots on the paper where the
ends of the l�nes come, and then draw from po�nt to po�nt w�th a
ruler, lengthw�se f�rst—that w�ll be hor�zontal—and then across—that
w�ll be vert�cal. Now get on w�th �t."
I was del�ghted to have some clean work to do, but I gazed at the
paper and the �nstruments w�th reverent fear, for I understood
noth�ng about them. However, after wash�ng my hands, I sat down to



learn. I drew all the hor�zontal l�nes on the sheet and compared
them. They were qu�te good, although three seemed superfluous. I
drew the vert�cal l�nes, and observed w�th aston�shment that the face
of the house was absurdly d�sf�gured. The w�ndows had crossed
over to the part�t�on wall, and one came out beh�nd the wall and hung
�n m�d-a�r. The front steps were ra�sed �n the a�r to the he�ght of the
second floor; a corn�ce appeared �n the m�ddle of the roof; and a
dormer-w�ndow on the ch�mney.
For a long t�me, hardly able to restra�n my tears, I gazed at those
m�racles of �naccuracy, try�ng to make out how they had occurred;
and not be�ng able to arr�ve at any conclus�on, I dec�ded to rect�fy the
m�stakes by the a�d of fancy. I drew upon the façade of the house,
upon the corn�ces, and the edge of the roof, crows, doves, and
sparrows, and on the ground �n front of the w�ndows, people w�th
crooked legs, under umbrellas wh�ch d�d not qu�te h�de the�r
deform�t�es. Then I drew slant�ng l�nes across the whole, and took
my work to my master.
He ra�sed h�s eyebrows, ruffled h�s ha�r, and gruffly �nqu�red:
"What �s all th�s about?"
"That �s ra�n com�ng down," I expla�ned. "When �t ra�ns, the house
looks crooked, because the ra�n �tself �s always crooked. The b�rds—
you see, these are all b�rds—are tak�ng shelter. They always do that
when �t ra�ns. And these people are runn�ng home. There—that �s a
lady who has fallen down, and that �s a peddler w�th lemons to sell."
"I am much obl�ged to you," sa�d my master, and bend�ng over the
table t�ll h�s ha�r swept the paper, he burst out laugh�ng as he cr�ed:
"Och! you deserve to be torn up and thrown away yourself, you w�ld
sparrow!"
The m�stress came �n, and hav�ng looked at my work, sa�d to her
husband:
"Beat h�m!"
But the master sa�d peaceably:
"That's all r�ght; I myself d�d not beg�n any better."



Obl�terat�ng the spo�led house w�th a red penc�l, he gave me some
paper.
"Try once more."
The second copy came out better, except that a w�ndow appeared �n
place of the front door. But I d�d not l�ke to th�nk that the house was
empty, so I f�lled �t w�th all sorts of �nmates. At the w�ndows sat lad�es
w�th fans �n the�r hands, and caval�ers w�th c�garettes. One of these,
a non-smoker, was mak�ng a "long nose" at all the others. A cabman
stood on the steps, and near h�m lay a dog.
"Why, you have been scr�bbl�ng over �t aga�n!" the master excla�med
angr�ly.
I expla�ned to h�m that a house w�thout �nhab�tants was a dull place,
but he only scolded me.
"To the dev�l w�th all th�s foolery! If you want to learn, learn! But th�s
�s rubb�sh!"
When at length I learned to make a copy of the façade wh�ch
resembled the or�g�nal he was pleased.
"There, you see what you can do! Now, �f you choose, we shall soon
get on," and he gave me a lesson.
"Make a plan of th�s house, show�ng the arrangement of the rooms,
the places of the doors and w�ndows, and the rest. I shall not show
you how. You must do �t by yourself."
I went to the k�tchen and debated. How was I to do �t? But at th�s
po�nt my stud�es �n the art of draw�ng came to a standst�ll.
The old m�stress came to me and sa�d sp�tefully:
"So you want to draw?"
Se�z�ng me by the ha�r, she bumped my head on the table so hard
that my nose and l�ps were bru�sed. Then she darted upon and tore
up the paper, swept the �nstruments from the table, and w�th her
hands on her h�ps sa�d tr�umphantly:



"That was more than I could stand. Is an outs�der to do the work
wh�le h�s only brother, h�s own flesh and blood, goes elsewhere?"
The master came runn�ng �n, h�s w�fe rushed after h�m, and a w�ld
scene began. All three flew at one another, sp�tt�ng and howl�ng, and
�t ended �n the women weep�ng, and the master say�ng to me:
"You w�ll have to g�ve up the �dea for a t�me, and not learn. You can
see for yourself what comes of �t!"
I p�t�ed h�m. He was so crushed, so defenseless, and qu�te deafened
by the shr�eks of the women. I had real�zed before that the old
woman d�d not l�ke my study�ng, for she used to h�nder me
purposely, so I always asked her before I sat down to my draw�ng:
"There �s noth�ng for me to do?"
She would answer frown�ngly:
"When there �s I w�ll tell you," and �n a few m�nutes she would send
me on some errand, or she would say: "How beaut�fully you cleaned
the sta�rcase to-day! The corners are full of d�rt and dust. Go and
sweep them!"
I would go and look, but there was never any dust. "Do you dare to
argue w�th me?" she would cry. One day she upset kvass all over my
draw�ngs, and at another t�me she sp�lt o�l from the �mage lamp over
them. She played tr�cks on me l�ke a young g�rl, w�th ch�ld�sh
artfulness, and w�th ch�ld�sh �gnorance try�ng to conceal her
artfulness. Never before or s�nce have I met a person who was so
soon put �nto a temper and for such tr�v�al reasons, nor any one so
pass�onately fond of compla�n�ng about every one and everyth�ng.
People, as a rule, are g�ven to compla�n�ng, but she d�d �t w�th a
pecul�ar del�ght, as �f she were s�ng�ng a song.
Her love for her son was l�ke an �nsan�ty. It amused me, but at the
same t�me �t fr�ghtened me by what I can only descr�be as �ts fur�ous
�ntens�ty. Somet�mes, after her morn�ng prayers, she would stand by
the stove, w�th her elbows rest�ng on the mantel-board, and would
wh�sper hotly:



"My luck! My �dol! My l�ttle drop of hot blood, l�ke a jewel! L�ght as an
angel! He sleeps. Sleep on, ch�ld! Clothe thy soul w�th happy
dreams! Dream to thyself a br�de, beaut�ful above all others, a
pr�ncess and an he�ress, the daughter of a merchant! As for your
enem�es, may they per�sh as soon as they are born! And your
fr�ends, may they l�ve for a hundred years, and may the g�rls run after
you l�ke ducks after the drake!"
All th�s was �nexpress�bly lud�crous to me. Coarse, lazy V�ctor was
l�ke a woodpecker, w�th a woodpecker's large, mottled nose, and the
same stubborn and dull nature. Somet�mes h�s mother's wh�spers
awoke h�m, and he muttered sleep�ly:
"Go to the dev�l, Mamasha! What do you mean by snort�ng r�ght �n
my face? You make l�fe unbearable."
Somet�mes she stole away humbly, laugh�ng:
"Well, go to sleep! Go to sleep, saucy fellow!"
But somet�mes her legs seemed to g�ve way, her feet came down
heav�ly on the edge of the stove, and she opened her mouth and
panted loudly, as �f her tongue were on f�re, gurgl�ng out caust�c
words.
"So-o? It's your mother you are send�ng to the dev�l. Ach! you! My
shame! Accursed heart-sore! The dev�l must have set h�mself �n my
heart to ru�n you from b�rth!"
She uttered obscene words, words of the drunken streets. It was
pa�nful to l�sten to her. She slept l�ttle, f�tfully jump�ng down from the
stove somet�mes several t�mes �n the n�ght, and com�ng over to the
couch to wake me.
"What �s �t?"
"Be qu�et!" she would wh�sper, cross�ng herself and look�ng at
someth�ng �n the darkness. "O Lord, El�as the prophet, great martyr
Varvara, save me from sudden death!"
She l�ghted the candle w�th a trembl�ng hand. Her round, nosy face
was swollen tensely; her gray eyes, bl�nk�ng alarm�ngly, gazed
f�xedly at the surround�ngs, wh�ch looked d�fferent �n the tw�l�ght. The



k�tchen, wh�ch was large, but encumbered w�th cupboards and
trunks, looked small by n�ght. There the moonbeams l�ved qu�etly;
the flame of the lamp burn�ng before the �con qu�vered; the kn�ves
gleamed l�ke �c�cles on the walls; on the floor the black fry�ng-pans
looked l�ke faces w�thout eyes.
The old woman would clamber down caut�ously from the stove, as �f
she were stepp�ng �nto the water from a r�ver-bank, and, sl�ther�ng
along w�th her bare feet, went �nto the corner, where over the wash-
stand hung a ewer that rem�nded me of a severed head. There was
also a p�tcher of water stand�ng there. Chok�ng and pant�ng, she
drank the water, and then looked out of the w�ndow through the pale-
blue pattern of hoar-frost on the panes.
"Have mercy on me, O God! have mercy on me!" she prayed �n a
wh�sper. Then putt�ng out the candle, she fell on her knees, and
wh�spered �n an aggr�eved tone: "Who loves me, Lord? To whom am
I necessary?"
Cl�mb�ng back on the stove, and open�ng the l�ttle door of the
ch�mney, she tr�ed to feel �f the flue-plate lay stra�ght, so�l�ng her
hands w�th soot, and fell asleep at that prec�se moment, just as �f she
had been struck by an �nv�s�ble hand. When I felt resentful toward
her I used to th�nk what a p�ty �t was that she had not marr�ed
grandfather. She would have led h�m a l�fe!
She often made me very m�serable, but there were days when her
puffy face became sad, her eyes were suffused w�th tears, and she
sa�d very touch�ngly:
"Do you th�nk that I have an easy t�me? I brought ch�ldren �nto the
world, reared them, set them on the�r feet, and for what? To l�ve w�th
them and be the�r general servant. Do you th�nk that �s sweet to me?
My son has brought a strange woman and new blood �nto the fam�ly.
Is �t n�ce for me? Well?"
"No, �t �s not," I sa�d frankly.
"Aha! there you are, you see!" And she began to talk shamelessly
about her daughter-�n-law. "Once I went w�th her to the bath and saw



her. Do you th�nk she has anyth�ng to flatter herself about? Can she
be called beaut�ful?"
She always spoke object�onably about the relat�ons of husband and
w�fe. At f�rst her speeches aroused my d�sgust, but I soon
accustomed myself to l�sten to them w�th attent�on and w�th great
�nterest, feel�ng that there was someth�ng pa�nfully true about them.
"Woman �s strength; she dece�ved God H�mself. That �s so," she
h�ssed, str�k�ng her hand on the table. "Through Eve are we all
condemned to hell. What do you th�nk of that?"
On the subject of woman's power she could talk endlessly, and �t
always seemed as �f she were try�ng to fr�ghten some one �n these
conversat�ons. I part�cularly remembered that "Eve dece�ved God."
Overlook�ng our yard was the w�ng of a large bu�ld�ng, and of the
e�ght flats compr�sed �n �t, four were occup�ed by off�cers, and the
f�fth by the reg�mental chapla�n. The yard was always full of off�cers'
servants and orderl�es, after whom ran laundresses, housema�ds,
and cooks. Dramas and romances were be�ng carr�ed on �n all the
k�tchens, accompan�ed by tears, quarrels, and f�ghts. The sold�ers
quarreled among themselves and w�th the landlord's workmen; they
used to beat the women.
The yard was a seeth�ng pot of what �s called v�ce, �mmoral�ty, the
w�ld, untamable appet�tes of healthy lads. Th�s l�fe, wh�ch brought out
all the cruel sensual�ty, the thoughtless tyranny, the obscene
boastfulness of the conqueror, was cr�t�c�zed �n every deta�l by my
employers at d�nner, tea, and supper. The old woman knew all the
stor�es of the yard, and told them w�th gusto, rejo�c�ng �n the
m�sfortunes of others. The younger woman l�stened to these tales �n
s�lence, sm�l�ng w�th her swollen l�ps. V�ctor used to burst out
laugh�ng, but the master would frown and say:
"That w�ll do, Mamasha!"
"Good Lord! I mustn't speak now, I suppose!" the story-teller
compla�ned; but V�ctor encouraged her.
"Go on, Mother! What �s there to h�nder you? We are all your own
people, after all."



I could never understand why one should talk shamelessly before
one's own people.
The elder son bore h�mself toward h�s mother w�th contemptuous
p�ty, and avo�ded be�ng alone w�th her, for �f that happened, she
would surely overwhelm h�m w�th compla�nts aga�nst h�s w�fe, and
would never fa�l to ask h�m for money. He would hast�ly press �nto
her hand a ruble or so or several p�eces of small s�lver.
"It �s not r�ght, Mother; take the money. I do not grudge �t to you, but
�t �s unjust."
"But I want �t for beggars, for candles when I go to church."
"Now, where w�ll you f�nd beggars there? You w�ll end by spo�l�ng
V�ctor."
"You don't love your brother. It �s a great s�n on your part."
He would go out, wav�ng her away.
V�ctor's manner to h�s mother was coarse and der�s�ve. He was very
greedy, and he was always hungry. On Sundays h�s mother used to
bake custards, and she always h�d a few of them �n a vessel under
the couch on wh�ch I slept. When V�ctor left the d�nner-table he
would get them out and grumble:
"Couldn't you have saved a few more, you old' fool?"
"Make haste and eat them before any one sees you."
"I w�ll tell how you steal cakes for me beh�nd the�r backs."
Once I took out the vessel and ate two custards, for wh�ch V�ctor
nearly k�lled me. He d�sl�ked me as heart�ly as I d�sl�ked h�m. He
used to jeer at me and make me clean h�s boots about three t�mes a
day, and when I slept �n the loft, he used to push up the trapdoor and
sp�t �n the crev�ce, try�ng to a�m at my head.
It may be that �n �m�tat�on of h�s brother, who often sa�d "w�ld fowl,"
V�ctor also needed to use some catchwords, but h�s were all
senseless and part�cularly absurd.
"Mamasha! Left wheel! where are my socks?"



And he used to follow me about w�th stup�d quest�ons.
"Alesha, answer me. Why do we wr�te 's�nenk�' and pronounce �t
'ph�n�k�'? Why do we say 'Kolokola' and not 'Okolokola'? Why do we
say 'K'derevou' and not 'gdye plachou'?"
I d�d not l�ke the way any of them spoke, and hav�ng been educated
�n the beaut�ful tongue wh�ch grandmother and grandfather spoke, I
could not understand at f�rst how words that had no sort of
connect�on came to be coupled together, such as "terr�bly funny," "I
am dy�ng to eat," "awfully happy." It seemed to me that what was
funny could not be terr�ble, that to be happy could not be awful, and
that people d�d not d�e for someth�ng to eat.
"Can one say that?" I used to ask them; but they jeered at me:
"I say, what a teacher! Do you want your ears plucked?"
But to talk of "pluck�ng" ears also appeared �ncorrect to me. One
could "pluck" grass and flowers and nuts, but not ears. They tr�ed to
prove to me that ears could be plucked, but they d�d not conv�nce
me, and I sa�d tr�umphantly:
"Anyhow, you have not plucked my ears."
All around me I saw much cruel �nsolence, f�lthy shamelessness. It
was far worse here than �n the Kunav�n streets, wh�ch were full of
"houses of resort" and "street-walkers." Beneath the f�lth and
brutal�ty �n Kunav�n there was a someth�ng wh�ch made �tself felt,
and wh�ch seemed to expla�n �t all—a strenuous, half-starved
ex�stence and hard work. But here they were overfed and led easy
l�ves, and the work went on �ts way w�thout fuss or worry. A
corros�ve, frett�ng wear�ness brooded over all.
My l�fe was hard enough, anyhow, but I felt �t st�ll harder when
grandmother came to see me. She would appear from the black
fl�ght of steps, enter the k�tchen, cross herself before the �con, and
then bow low to her younger s�ster. That bow bent me down l�ke a
heavy we�ght, and seemed to smother me.
"Ah, Akul�na, �s �t you?" was my m�stress's cold and negl�gent
greet�ng to grandmother.



I should not have recogn�zed grandmother. Her l�ps modestly
compressed, her face changed out of knowledge, she set herself
qu�etly on a bench near the door, keep�ng s�lence l�ke a gu�lty
creature, except when she answered her s�ster softly and
subm�ss�vely. Th�s was torture to me, and I used to say angr�ly:
"What are you s�tt�ng there for?"
W�nk�ng at me k�ndly, she repl�ed:
"You be qu�et. You are not master here.".
"He �s always meddl�ng �n matters wh�ch do not concern h�m,
however we beat h�m or scold h�m," and the m�stress was launched
on her compla�nts.
She often asked her s�ster sp�tefully:



"Well, Akul�na, so you are l�v�ng l�ke a beggar?"
"That �s a m�sfortune."
"It �s no m�sfortune where there �s no shame."
"They say that Chr�st also l�ved on char�ty."
"Blockheads say so, and heret�cs, and you, old fool, l�sten to them!
Chr�st was no beggar, but the Son of God. He w�ll come, �t �s sa�d, �n
glory, to judge the qu�ck and dead—and dead, m�nd you. You w�ll not
be able to h�de yourself from H�m, Matushka, although you may be
burned to ashes. He �s pun�sh�ng you and Vass�l� now for your pr�de,
and on my account, because I asked help from you when you were
r�ch."
"And I helped you as much as �t was �n my power to do," answered
grandmother, calmly, "and God w�ll pay us back, you know."
"It was l�ttle enough you d�d, l�ttle enough."
Grandmother was bored and worr�ed by her s�ster's unt�r�ng tongue. I
l�stened to her squeaky vo�ce and wondered how grandmother could
put up w�th �t. In that moment I d�d not love her.
The young m�stress came out of her room and nodded affably to
grandmother.
"Come �nto the d�n�ng-room. It �s all r�ght; come along!"
The master would rece�ve grandmother joyfully.
"Ah, Akul�na, w�sest of all, how are you? Is old man Kash�r�n st�ll
al�ve?"
And grandmother would g�ve h�m her most cord�al sm�le.
"Are you st�ll work�ng your hardest?"
"Yes; always work�ng, l�ke a conv�ct."
Grandmother conversed w�th h�m affect�onately and well, but �n the
tone of a sen�or. Somet�mes he called my mother to m�nd.
"Ye-es, Varvara Vass�l�evna. What a woman! A hero�ne, eh?"



H�s w�fe turned to grandmother and put �n:
"Do you remember my g�v�ng her that cloak—black s�lk tr�mmed w�th
jet?"
"Of course I do."
"It was qu�te a good one."
"Ye-es," muttered the master, "a cloak, a palm; and l�fe �s a tr�ckster."
[1]

[1] A play on the words "tal'ma, cloak; pal'ma, palm; shelma,
tr�ckster.

"What are you talk�ng about?" asked h�s w�fe, susp�c�ously.
"I? Oh, noth�ng �n part�cular. Happy days and good people soon pass
away."
"I don't know what �s the matter w�th you," sa�d my m�stress,
uneas�ly.
Then grandmother was taken to see the new baby, and wh�le I was
clear�ng away the d�rty cups and saucers from the table the master
sa�d to me:
"She �s a good old woman, that grandmother of yours."
I was deeply grateful to h�m for those words, and when I was alone
w�th grandmother, I sa�d to her, w�th a pa�n �n my heart:
"Why do you come here? Why? Can't you see how they—".
"Ach, Olesha, I see everyth�ng," she repl�ed, look�ng at me w�th a
k�nd sm�le on her wonderful face, and I felt consc�ence-str�cken.
Why, of course she saw everyth�ng and knew everyth�ng, even what
was go�ng on �n my soul at that moment. Look�ng round carefully to
see that no one was com�ng, she embraced me, say�ng feel�ngly:
"I would not come here �f �t were not for you. What are they to me?
As a matter of fact, grandfather �s �ll, and I am t�red w�th look�ng after
h�m. I have not been able to do any work, so I have no money, and
my son M�kha�l has turned Sascha out. I have h�m now to g�ve food
and dr�nk, too. They prom�sed to g�ve you s�x rubles a month, and I



don't suppose you have had a ruble from them, and you have been
here nearly half a year." Then she wh�spered �n my ear: "They say
they have to lecture you, scold you, they say that you do not obey;
but, dear heart, stay w�th them. Be pat�ent for two short years wh�le
you grow strong. You w�ll be pat�ent, yes?"
I prom�sed. It was very d�ff�cult. That l�fe oppressed me; �t was a
threadbare, depress�ng ex�stence. The only exc�tement was about
food, and I l�ved as �n a dream. Somet�mes I thought that I would
have to run away, but the accursed w�nter had set �n. Snow-storms
raged by n�ght, the w�nd rushed over the top of the house, and the
stanch�ons cracked w�th the pressure of the frost. Wh�ther could I run
away?
*
They would not let me go out, and �n truth �t was no weather for
walk�ng. The short w�nter day, full of the bustle of housework, passed
w�th elus�ve sw�ftness. But they made me go to church, on Saturday
to vespers and on Sunday to h�gh mass.
I l�ked be�ng �n church. Stand�ng somewhere �n a corner where there
was more room and where �t was darker, I loved to gaze from a
d�stance at the �conastas�s, wh�ch looked as �f �t were sw�mm�ng �n
the candlel�ght flow�ng �n r�ch, broad streams over the floor of the
read�ng-desk. The dark f�gures of the �cons moved gently, the gold
embro�dery on the vestments of the pr�ests qu�vered joyfully, the
candle flames burned �n the dark-blue atmosphere l�ke golden bees,
and the heads of the women and ch�ldren looked l�ke flowers. All the
surround�ngs seemed to blend harmon�ously w�th the s�ng�ng the
cho�r. Everyth�ng seemed to be �mbued w�th the we�rd sp�r�t of
legends. The church seemed to osc�llate l�ke a cradle, rock�ng �n
p�tch-black space.
Somet�mes I �mag�ned that the church was sunk deep �n a lake �n
wh�ch �t l�ved, concealed, a l�fe pecul�ar to �tself, qu�te d�fferent from
any other form of l�fe. I have no doubt now that th�s �dea had �ts
source �n grandmother's stor�es of the town of K�tej, and I often found
myself dream�ly sway�ng, keep�ng t�me, as �t were, w�th the
movement around me. Lulled �nto somnolence by the s�ng�ng of the



cho�r, the murmur of prayers, the breath of the congregat�on, I
concentrated myself upon the melod�ous, melancholy story:

"They are clos�ng upon us, the accursed Tatars.
Yes, these unclean beasts are clos�ng �n upon K�te;
The glor�ous; yea, at the holy hour of mat�ns.

O Lord, our God!
Holy Mother of God!
Save Thy servants

To s�ng the�r morn�ng pra�ses,
To l�sten to the holy chants!

O�, let not the Tatars
Jeer at holy church;
Let them not put to shame
Our women and ma�dens;
Se�ze the l�ttle ma�ds to be the�r toys,
And the old men to be put to a cruel death!

And the God of Sabaoth heard,
The Holy Mother heard,
These human s�ghs,
These Chr�st�ans' pla�nts.

And He sa�d, the Lord of Sabaoth,
To the Holy Angel M�chael,

'Go thou, M�chael,
Make the earth shake under K�te;;
Let K�te; s�nk �nto the lake!'
And there to th�s day

The people do pray,
Never rest�ng, and never weary
From mat�ns to vespers,
Through all the holy off�ces,
Forever and evermore!"

At that t�me my head was full of grandmother's poetry, as full as a
beeh�ve of honey. I used even to th�nk �n verse.
I d�d not pray �n church. I felt ashamed to utter the angry prayers and
psalms of lamentat�on of grandfather's God �n the presence of
grandmother's God, Who, I felt sure, could take no more pleasure �n



them than I d�d myself, for the s�mple reason that they were all
pr�nted �n books, and of course He knew them all by heart, as d�d all
people of educat�on. And th�s �s why, when my heart was oppressed
by a gentle gr�ef or �rr�tated by the petty gr�evances of every day, I
tr�ed to make up prayers for myself. And when I began to th�nk about
my uncongen�al work, the words seemed to form themselves �nto a
compla�nt w�thout any effort on my part:

"Lord, Lord! I am very m�serable!
Oh, let me grow up qu�ckly,
For th�s l�fe I can't endure.
O Lord, forg�ve!
From my stud�es I get no benef�t,
For that dev�l's puppet, Granny Matrena,
Howls at me l�ke a wolf,
And my l�fe �s very b�tter!"

To th�s day I can remember some of these prayers. The work�ngs of
the bra�n �n ch�ldhood leave a very deep �mpress�on; often they
�nfluence one's whole l�fe.
I l�ked be�ng �n church; I could rest there as I rested �n the forests
and f�elds. My small heart, wh�ch was already fam�l�ar w�th gr�ef and
so�led by the m�re of a coarse l�fe, laved �tself �n hazy, ardent
dreams. But I went to church only dur�ng the hard frosts, or when a
snow-storm swept w�ldly up the streets, when �t seemed as �f the
very sky were frozen, and the w�nd swept across �t w�th a cloud of
snow, and the earth lay frozen under the snow-dr�fts as �f �t would
never l�ve aga�n.
When the n�ghts were m�lder I used to l�ke to wander through the
streets of the town, creep�ng along by all the darkest corners.
Somet�mes I seemed to walk as �f I had w�ngs, fly�ng along l�ke the
moon �n the sky. My shadow crept �n front of me, ext�ngu�sh�ng the
sparkles of l�ght �n the snow, bobb�ng up and down com�cally. The
n�ght watchman patrolled the streets, rattle �n hand, clothed �n a
heavy sheepsk�n, h�s dog at h�s s�de. Vague outl�nes of people came
out of yards and fl�tted along the streets, and the dog gave chase.



Somet�mes I met gay young lad�es w�th the�r escorts. I had an �dea
that they also were play�ng truant from vespers.

Somet�mes through a l�ghted fortochka[1] there came a pecul�ar
smell, fa�nt, unfam�l�ar, suggest�ve of a k�nd of l�fe of wh�ch I was
�gnorant. I used to stand under the w�ndows and �nhale �t, try�ng to
guess what �t was to l�ve l�ke the people �n such a house l�ved. It was
the hour of vespers, and yet they were s�ng�ng merr�ly, laugh�ng, and
play�ng on a sort of gu�tar. The deep, str�ngy sound flowed through
the fortochka.

[1] A small square of glass �n the double w�ndow wh�ch �s set on
h�nges and serves as a vent�lator.

Of spec�al �nterest to me were the one-stor�ed, dwarfed houses at
the corners of the deserted streets, T�khonovsk� and Mart�novsk�. I
stood there on a moonl�ght n�ght �n m�d-Lent and l�stened to the
we�rd sounds—�t sounded as �f some one were s�ng�ng loudly w�th
h�s mouth closed—wh�ch floated out through the fortochka together
w�th a warm steam. The words were �nd�st�ngu�shable, but the song
seemed to be fam�l�ar and �ntell�g�ble to me; but when I l�stened to
that, I could not hear the str�ngy sound wh�ch langu�dly �nterrupted
the flow of song. I sat on the curbstone th�nk�ng what a wonderful
melody was be�ng played on some sort of �nsupportable v�ol�n—
�nsupportable because �t hurt me to l�sten to �t. Somet�mes they sang
so loudly that the whole house seemed to shake, and the panes of
the w�ndows rattled. L�ke tears, drops fell from the roof, and from my
eyes also.
The n�ght watchman had come close to me w�thout my be�ng aware
of �t, and, push�ng me off the curbstone, sa�d:
"What are you stuck here for?"
"The mus�c," I expla�ned.
"A l�kely tale! Be off now!"
I ran qu�ckly round the houses and returned to my place under the
w�ndow, but they were not play�ng now. From the fortochka
proceeded sounds of revelry, and �t was so unl�ke the sad mus�c that
I thought I must be dream�ng. I got �nto the hab�t of runn�ng to th�s



house every Saturday, but only once, and that was �n the spr�ng, d�d
I hear the v�oloncello aga�n, and then �t played w�thout a break t�ll
m�dn�ght. When I reached home I got a thrash�ng.
These walks at n�ght beneath the w�nter sky through the deserted
streets of the town enr�ched me greatly. I purposely chose streets far
removed from the center, where there were many lamps, and fr�ends
of my master who m�ght have recogn�zed me. Then he would f�nd
out how I played truant from vespers. No "drunkards," "street-
walkers," or pol�cemen �nterfered w�th me �n the more remote streets,
and I could see �nto the rooms of the lower floors �f the w�ndows
were not frozen over or curta�ned.
Many and d�verse were the p�ctures wh�ch I saw through those
w�ndows. I saw people pray�ng, k�ss�ng, quarrel�ng, play�ng cards,
talk�ng bus�ly and soundlessly the wh�le. It was a cheap panoram�c
show represent�ng a dumb, f�sh-l�ke l�fe.
I saw �n one basement room two women, a young one and another
who was her sen�or, seated at a table; oppos�te them sat a school-
boy read�ng to them. The younger woman l�stened w�th puckered
brows, lean�ng back �n her cha�r; but the elder, who was th�n, w�th
luxur�ant ha�r, suddenly covered her face w�th her hands, and her
shoulders heaved. The school-boy threw down the book, and when
the younger woman had sprung to her feet and gone away, he fell on
h�s knees before the woman w�th the lovely ha�r and began to k�ss
her hands.
Through another w�ndow I saw a large, bearded man w�th a woman
�n a red blouse s�tt�ng on h�s knee. He was rock�ng her as �f she had
been a baby, and was ev�dently s�ng�ng someth�ng, open�ng h�s
mouth w�de and roll�ng h�s eyes. The woman was shak�ng w�th
laughter, throw�ng herself backward and sw�ng�ng her feet. He made
her s�t up stra�ght aga�n, and aga�n began to s�ng, and aga�n she
burst out laugh�ng. I gazed at them for a long t�me, and went away
only when I real�zed that they meant to keep up the�r merr�ment all
n�ght.
There were many p�ctures of th�s k�nd wh�ch w�ll always rema�n �n my
memory, and often I was so attracted by them that I was late �n



return�ng home. Th�s aroused the susp�c�ons of my employers, who
asked me:
"What church d�d you go to? Who was the off�c�at�ng pr�est?"
They knew all the pr�ests of the town; they knew what gospel would
be read, �n fact, they knew everyth�ng. It was easy for them to catch
me �n a l�e.
Both women worsh�ped the wrathful God of my grandfather—the
God Who demanded that we should approach H�m �n fear. H�s name
was ever on the�r l�ps; even �n the�r quarrels they threatened one
another:
"Wa�t! God w�ll pun�sh you! He w�ll plague you for th�s! Just wa�t!"
On the Sunday �n the f�rst week of Lent, the old woman cooked some
butters and burned them all. Flushed w�th the heat of the stove, she
cr�ed angr�ly:
"The dev�l take you!" And suddenly, sn�ff�ng at the fry�ng-pan, her
face grew dark, and she threw the utens�l on the floor and moaned:
"Bless me, the pan has been used for flesh food! It �s unclean! It d�d
not catch when I used �t clean on Monday."
Fall�ng on her knees, she entreated w�th tears: "Lord God, Father,
forg�ve me, accursed that I am! For the sake of Thy suffer�ngs and
pass�on forg�ve me! Do not pun�sh an old fool, Lord!"
The burned fr�tters were g�ven to the dog, the pan was destroyed,
but the young w�fe began to reproach her mother-�n-law �n the�r
quarrels.
"You actually cooked fr�tters �n Lent �n a pan wh�ch had been used
for flesh-meat."
They dragged the�r God �nto all the household affa�rs, �nto every
corner of the�r petty, �ns�p�d l�ves, and thus the�r wretched l�fe
acqu�red outward s�gn�f�cance and �mportance, as �f every hour was
devoted to the serv�ce of a H�gher Power. The dragg�ng of God �nto
all th�s dull empt�ness oppressed me, and I used to look �nvoluntar�ly
�nto the corners, aware of be�ng observed by �nv�s�ble be�ngs, and at



n�ght I was wrapped �n a cloud of fear. It came from the corner where
the ever-burn�ng lamp fl�ckered before the �con.
On a level w�th th�s shelf was a large w�ndow w�th two sashes jo�ned
by a stanch�on. Fathomless, deep-blue space looked �nto the
w�ndow, and �f one made a qu�ck movement, everyth�ng became
merged �n th�s deep-blue gulf, and floated out to the stars, �nto the
deathly st�llness, w�thout a sound, just as a stone s�nks when �t �s
thrown �nto the water.
I do not remember how I cured myself of th�s terror, but I d�d cure
myself, and that soon. Grandmother's good God helped me, and I
th�nk �t was then that I real�zed the s�mple truth, namely, that no harm
could come to me; that I should not be pun�shed w�thout fault of my
own; that �t was not the law of l�fe that the �nnocent should suffer;
and that I was not respons�ble for the faults of others.
I played truant from mass too, espec�ally �n the spr�ng, the �rres�st�ble
force of wh�ch would not let me go to church. If I had a seven-copeck
p�ece g�ven me for the collect�on, �t was my destruct�on. I bought
hucklebones, played all the t�me mass was go�ng on, and was
�nev�tably late home. And one day I was clever enough to lose all the
co�ns wh�ch had been g�ven me for prayers for the dead and the
blessed bread, so that I had to take some one else's port�on when
the pr�est came from the altar and handed �t round.
I was terr�bly fond of gambl�ng, and �t became a craze w�th me. I was
sk�lful enough, and strong, and I sw�ftly ga�ned renown �n games of
hucklebones, b�ll�ards, and sk�ttles �n the ne�ghbor�ng streets.
Dur�ng Lent I was ordered to prepare for commun�on, and I went to
confess�on to our ne�ghbor Father Dor�medont Pokrovsk�. I regarded
h�m as a hard man, and had comm�tted many s�ns aga�nst h�m
personally. I had thrown stones at the summer-house �n h�s garden,
and had quarreled w�th h�s ch�ldren. In fact he m�ght call to m�nd, �f
he chose, many s�m�lar acts annoy�ng to h�m. Th�s made me feel
very uneasy, and when I stood �n the poor l�ttle church awa�t�ng my
turn to go to confess�on my heart throbbed tremulously.



But Father Dor�medont greeted me w�th a good-natured, grumbl�ng
exclamat�on.
"Ah, �t �s my ne�ghbor! Well, kneel down! What s�ns have you
comm�tted?"
He covered my head w�th a heavy velvet cloth. I �nhaled the odor of
wax and �ncense. It was d�ff�cult to speak, and I felt reluctant to do
so.
"Have you been obed�ent to your elders?"
"No."
"Say, 'I have s�nned.'"
To my own surpr�se I let fall:
"I have stolen."
"How was that? Where?" asked the pr�est, thoughtfully and w�thout
haste.
"At the church of the three b�shops, at Pokrov, and at N�kol�."
"Well, that �s �n all the churches. That was wrong, my ch�ld; �t was a
s�n. Do you understand?"
"I understand."
"Say, 'I have s�nned.' What d�d you steal for? Was �t for someth�ng to
eat?"
"Somet�mes and somet�mes �t was because I had lost money at play,
and, as I had to take home some blessed bread, I stole �t."
Father Dor�medont wh�spered someth�ng �nd�st�nctly and wear�ly, and
then, after a few more quest�ons, suddenly �nqu�red sternly:
"Have you been read�ng forb�dden books?"
Naturally I d�d not understand th�s quest�on, and I asked:
"What books do you mean?"
"Forb�dden books. Have you been read�ng any?"
"No; not one."



"Your s�ns are rem�tted. Stand up!"
I glanced at h�s face �n amazement. He looked thoughtful and k�nd. I
felt uneasy, consc�ence-str�cken. In send�ng me to confess�on, my
employers had spoken about �ts terrors, �mpress�ng on me to
confess honestly even my sl�ghtest s�ns.
"I have thrown stones at your summer-house," I deposed.
The pr�est ra�sed h�s head and, look�ng past me, sa�d:
"That was very wrong. Now go!"
"And at your dog."
"Next!" called out Father Dor�medont, st�ll look�ng past me.
I came away feel�ng dece�ved and offended. To be put to all that
anx�ety about the terrors of confess�on, and to f�nd, after all, that �t
was not only far from terr�ble, but also un�nterest�ng! The only
�nterest�ng th�ng about �t was the quest�on about the forb�dden books,
of wh�ch I knew noth�ng. I remembered the school-boy read�ng to the
women �n that basement room, and "Good Bus�ness," who also had
many black, th�ck books, w�th un�ntell�g�ble �llustrat�ons.
The next day they gave me f�fteen copecks and sent me to
commun�on. Easter was late. The snow had been melted a long
t�me, the streets were dry, the roadways sent up a cloud of dust, and
the day was sunny and cheerful. Near the church was a group of
workmen gambl�ng w�th hucklebones. I dec�ded that there was plenty
of t�me to go to commun�on, and asked �f I m�ght jo�n �n.
"Let me play."
"The entrance-fee �s one copeck," sa�d a pock-marked, ruddy-faced
man, proudly.
Not less proudly I repl�ed:
"I put three on the second pa�r to the left."
"The stakes are on!" And the game began.
I changed the f�fteen-copeck p�ece and placed my three copecks on
the pa�r of hucklebones. Whoever h�t that pa�r would rece�ve that



money, but �f he fa�led to h�t them, he had to g�ve me three copecks. I
was �n luck. Two of them took a�m and lost. I had won s�x copecks
from grown-up men. My sp�r�ts rose greatly. But one of the players
remarked:
"You had better look out for that youngster or he w�ll be runn�ng away
w�th h�s w�nn�ngs."
Th�s I regarded as an �nsult, and I sa�d hotly: "N�ne copecks on the
pa�r at the extreme left." However, th�s d�d not make much
�mpress�on on the players. Only one lad of my own age cr�ed:
"See how lucky he �s, that l�ttle dev�l from the Zvezdr�nk�; I know
h�m."
A th�n workman who smelt l�ke a furr�er sa�d mal�c�ously:
"He �s a l�ttle dev�l, �s he? Goo-oo-ood!"
Tak�ng a sudden a�m, he coolly knocked over my stake, and, bend�ng
down to me, sa�d:
"W�ll that make you howl?"
"Three copecks on the pa�r to the r�ght!"
"I shall have another three," he sa�d, but he lost.
One could not put money on the same "horse" more than three t�mes
runn�ng, so I chose other hucklebones and won four more copecks. I
had a heap of hucklebones. But when my turn came aga�n, I placed
money three t�mes, and lost �t all. S�multaneously mass was f�n�shed,
the bell rang, and the people came out of church.
"Are you marr�ed?" �nqu�red the furr�er, �ntend�ng to se�ze me by the
ha�r; but I eluded h�m, and overtak�ng a lad �n h�s Sunday clothes I
�nqu�red pol�tely:
"Have you been to commun�on?"
"Well, and suppose I have; what then?" he answered, look�ng at me
contemptuously.
I asked h�m to tell me how people took commun�on, what words the
pr�est sa�d, and what I ought to have done.



The young fellow shook me roughly and roared out �n a terr�fy�ng
vo�ce:
"You have played the truant from commun�on, you heret�c! Well, I am
not go�ng to tell you anyth�ng. Let your father sk�n you for �t!"
I ran home expect�ng to be quest�oned, and certa�n that they would
d�scover that I had not been to commun�on; but after congratulat�ng
me, the old woman asked only one quest�on:
"How much d�d you g�ve to the clerk? Much?"
"F�ve copecks," I answered, w�thout turn�ng a ha�r.
"And three copecks for h�mself; that would leave you seven copecks,
an�mal!"
It was spr�ngt�me. Each succeed�ng spr�ng was clothed d�fferently,
and seemed br�ghter and pleasanter than the preced�ng one. The
young grass and the fresh green b�rch gave forth an �ntox�cat�ng
odor. I had an uncontrollable des�re to lo�ter �n the f�elds and l�sten to
the lark, ly�ng face downward on the warm earth; but I had to clean
the w�nter coats and help to put them away �n the trunks, to cut up
leaf tobacco, and dust the furn�ture, and to occupy myself from
morn�ng t�ll n�ght w�th dut�es wh�ch were to me both unpleasant and
needless.
In my free hours I had absolutely noth�ng to l�ve for. In our wretched
street there was noth�ng, and beyond that I was not allowed to go.
The yard was full of cross, t�red workmen, unt�dy cooks, and
washerwomen, and every even�ng I saw d�sgust�ng s�ghts so
offens�ve to me that I w�shed that I was bl�nd.
I went up �nto the att�c, tak�ng some sc�ssors and some colored
paper w�th me, and cut out some lacel�ke des�gns w�th wh�ch I
ornamented the rafters. It was, at any rate, someth�ng on wh�ch my
sorrow could feed. I longed w�th all my heart to go to some place
where people slept less, quarreled less, and d�d not so wear�somely
beset God w�th compla�nts, and d�d not so frequently offend people
w�th the�r harsh judgments.



On the Saturday after Easter they brought the m�raculous �con of Our
Lady of Vland�m�rsk� from the Oransk� Monastery to the town. The
�mage became the guest of the town for half of the month of June,
and blessed all the dwell�ngs of those who attended the church. It
was brought to my employers' house on a week-day. I was clean�ng
the copper th�ngs �n the k�tchen when the young m�stress cr�ed out �n
a scared vo�ce from her room:
"Open the front door. They are br�ng�ng the Oransk� �con here."
I rushed down, very d�rty, and w�th greasy hands as rough as a br�ck
opened the door. A young man w�th a lamp �n one hand and a
thur�ble �n the other grumbled gently:
"Are you all asleep? G�ve a hand here!"
Two of the �nhab�tants carr�ed the heavy �con-case up the narrow
sta�rcase. I helped them by support�ng the edge, of �t w�th my d�rty
hands and my shoulder. The monk came heav�ly beh�nd me,
chant�ng unw�ll�ngly w�th h�s th�ck vo�ce:
"Holy Mother of God, pray for us!"
I thought, w�th sorrowful conv�ct�on:
"She �s angry w�th me because I have touched her w�th d�rty hands,
and she w�ll cause my hands to w�ther."
They placed the �con �n the corner of the ant�chamber on two cha�rs,
wh�ch were covered w�th a clean sheet, and on each s�de of �t stood
two monks, young and beaut�ful l�ke angels. They had br�ght eyes,
joyful express�ons, and lovely ha�r.
Prayers were sa�d.
"O, Mother Renowned," the b�g pr�est chanted, and all the wh�le he
was feel�ng the swollen lobe of h�s ear, wh�ch was h�dden �n h�s
luxur�ant ha�r.
"Holy Mother of God, pray for u-u-us!" sang the monks, wear�ly.
I loved the Holy V�rg�n. Accord�ng to grandmother's stor�es �t was she
who sowed on the earth, for the consolat�on of the poor, all the
flowers, all the joys, every bless�ng and beauty. And when the t�me



came to salute her, w�thout observ�ng how the adults conducted
themselves toward her, I k�ssed the �con palp�tat�ngly on the face, the
l�ps. Some one w�th powerful hands hurled me to the door. I do not
remember see�ng the monks go away, carry�ng the �con, but I
remember very well how my employers sat on the floor around me
and debated w�th much fear and anx�ety what would become of me.
"We shall have to speak to the pr�est about h�m and have h�m
taught," sa�d the master, who scolded me w�thout rancor.
"Ignoramus! How �s �t that you d�d not know that you should not k�ss
the l�ps? You must have been taught that at school."
For several days I wa�ted, res�gned, wonder�ng what actually would
happen to me. I had touched the �con w�th d�rty hands; I had saluted
�t �n a forb�dden manner; I should not be allowed to go unpun�shed.
But apparently the Mother of God forgave the �nvoluntary s�n wh�ch
had been prompted by sheer love, or else her pun�shment was so
l�ght that I d�d not not�ce �t among the frequent pun�shments meted
out to me by these good people.
Somet�mes, to annoy the old m�stress, I sa�d compunct�ously:
"But the Holy V�rg�n has ev�dently forgotten to pun�sh me."
"You wa�t," answered the old woman, mal�c�ously. "We shall see."
Wh�le I decorated the rafters of the att�c w�th p�nk tea-wrappers,
s�lver paper, leaves from trees, and all k�nds of th�ngs, I used to s�ng
anyth�ng that came �nto my head, sett�ng the words to church
melod�es, as the Kalmucks do on the roads.

"I am s�tt�ng �n the att�c
W�th sc�ssors �n my hand,
Cutt�ng paper—paper.
A dunce am I, and dull.
If I were a dog,
I could run where'er I w�shed;
But now they all cry out to me:
'S�t down! Be s�lent, rogue,
Wh�le your sk�n �s whole!'"



The old woman came to look at my work, and burst out laugh�ng.
"You should decorate the k�tchen l�ke that."
One day the master came up to the att�c, looked at my performance,
and sa�d, w�th a s�gh:
"You are an amus�ng fellow, Pyeshkov; the dev�l you are? I wonder
what you w�ll become, a conjurer or what? One can't guess." And he
gave me a large N�kola�vsk� f�ve-copeck p�ece.
By means of a th�n w�re I fastened the co�n �n the most prom�nent
pos�t�on among my works of art. In the course of a few days �t
d�sappeared. I bel�eve that the old woman took �t.

CHAPTER V

However, I d�d run away �n the spr�ng. One morn�ng when I went to
the shop for bread the shopkeeper, cont�nu�ng �n my presence a
quarrel w�th h�s w�fe, struck her on the forehead w�th a we�ght. She
ran �nto the street, and there fell down. People began to gather
round at once. The woman was la�d on a stretcher and carr�ed to the
hosp�tal, and I ran beh�nd the cab wh�ch took her there w�thout
not�c�ng where I was go�ng t�ll I found myself on the banks of the
Volga, w�th two grevens �n my hand.
The spr�ng sun shone caress�ngly, the broad expanse of the Volga
flowed before me, the earth was full of sound and spac�ous, and I
had been l�v�ng l�ke a mouse �n a trap. So I made up my m�nd that I
would not return to my master, nor would I go to grandmother at
Kunav�n; for as I had not kept my word to her, I was ashamed to go
and see her, and grandfather would only gloat over my m�sfortunes.
For two or three days I wandered by the r�ver-s�de, be�ng fed by k�nd-
hearted porters, and sleep�ng w�th them �n the�r shelters. At length
one of them sa�d to me:



"It �s no use for you to hang about here, my boy. I can see that. Go
over to the boat wh�ch �s called The Good. They want a washer-up."
I went. The tall, bearded steward �n a black s�lk skullcap looked at
me through h�s glasses w�th h�s d�m eyes, and sa�d qu�etly:
"Two rubles a month. Your passport?"
I had no passport. The steward pondered and then sa�d:
"Br�ng your mother to see me."
I rushed to grandmother. She approved the course I had taken, told
grandfather to go to the workman's court and get me a passport, and
she herself accompan�ed me to the boat.
"Good!" sa�d the steward, look�ng at us. "Come along."
He then took me to the stern of the boat, where sat at a small table,
dr�nk�ng tea and smok�ng a fat c�gar at the same t�me, an enormous
cook �n wh�te overalls and a wh�te cap. The steward pushed me
toward h�m.
"The washer-up."
Then he went away, and the cook, snort�ng, and w�th h�s black
mustache br�stl�ng, called after h�m:
"You engage any sort of dev�l as long as he �s cheap."
Angr�ly toss�ng h�s head of closely cropped ha�r, he opened h�s dark
eyes very w�de, stretched h�mself, puffed, and cr�ed shr�lly:
"And who may you be?"
I d�d not l�ke the appearance of th�s man at all. Although he was all �n
wh�te, he looked d�rty. There was a sort of wool grow�ng on h�s
f�ngers, and ha�rs stuck out of h�s great ears.
"I am hungry," was my reply to h�m.
He bl�nked, and suddenly h�s feroc�ous countenance was
transformed by a broad sm�le. H�s fat, br�ck-red cheeks w�dened to
h�s very ears; he d�splayed h�s large, equ�ne teeth; h�s mustache



drooped, and all at once he had assumed the appearance of a k�nd,
fat woman.
Throw�ng the tea overboard out of h�s glass, he poured out a fresh
lot for me, and pushed a French roll and a large p�ece of sausage
toward me.
"Peg away! Are your parents l�v�ng? Can you steal? You needn't be
afra�d; they are all th�eves here. You w�ll soon learn."
He talked as �f he were bark�ng. H�s enormous, blue, clean-shaven
face was covered all round the nose w�th red ve�ns closely set
together, h�s swollen, purple nose hung over h�s mustache. H�s lower
l�p was d�sf�gur�ngly pendulous. In the corner of h�s mouth was stuck
a smok�ng c�garette. Apparently he had only just come from the bath.
He smelt of b�rch tw�gs, and a profuse sweat gl�stened on h�s
temples and neck.
After I had drunk my tea, he gave me a ruble-note.
"Run along and buy yourself two aprons w�th th�s. Wa�t! I w�ll buy
them for you myself."
He set h�s cap stra�ght and came w�th me, sway�ng ponderously, h�s
feet patter�ng on the deck l�ke those of a bear.
At n�ght the moon shone br�ghtly as �t gl�ded away from the boat to
the meadows on the left. The old red boat, w�th �ts streaked funnel,
d�d not hurry, and her propeller splashed unevenly �n the s�lvery
water. The dark shore gently floated to meet her, cast�ng �ts shadow
on the water, and beyond, the w�ndows of the peasant huts gleamed
charm�ngly. They were s�ng�ng �n the v�llage. The g�rls were merry-
mak�ng and s�ng�ng—and when they sang "A�e Lud�," �t sounded l�ke
"Allelu�a."
In the wake of the steamer a large barge, also red, was be�ng towed
by a long rope. The deck was ra�led �n l�ke an �ron cage, and �n th�s
cage were conv�cts condemned to deportat�on or pr�son. On the
prow of the barge the bayonet of a sentry shone l�ke a candle. It was
qu�et on the barge �tself. The moon bathed �t �n a r�ch l�ght wh�le
beh�nd the black �ron grat�ng could be seen d�mly gray patches.
These were the conv�cts look�ng out on the Volga. The water



sobbed, now weep�ng, now laugh�ng t�m�dly. It was as qu�et here as
�n church, and there was the same smell of o�l.
As I looked at the barge I remembered my early ch�ldhood; the
journey from Astrakhan to N�jn�, the �ron faces of mother and
grandmother, the person who had �ntroduced me to th�s �nterest�ng,
though hard, l�fe, �n the world. And when I thought of grandmother,
all that I found so bad and repuls�ve �n l�fe seemed to leave me;
everyth�ng was transformed and became more �nterest�ng,
pleasanter; people seemed to be better and n�cer altogether.
The beauty of the n�ghts moved me almost to tears, and espec�ally
the barge, wh�ch looked so l�ke a coff�n, and so sol�tary on the broad
expanse of the flow�ng r�ver �n the pens�ve qu�etness of the warm
n�ght. The uneven l�nes of the shore, now r�s�ng, now fall�ng, st�rred
the �mag�nat�on pleasantly. I longed to be good, and to be of use to
others.
The people on our steamboat had a pecul�ar stamp. They seemed to
me to be all al�ke, young and old, men and women. The boat
traveled slowly. The busy folk traveled by fast boat, and all the lazy
rascals came on our boat. They sang and ate, and so�led any
amount of cups and plates, kn�ves and forks and spoons from
morn�ng to n�ght. My work was to wash up and clean the kn�ves and
forks, and I was busy w�th th�s work from s�x �n the morn�ng t�ll close
on m�dn�ght. Dur�ng the day, from two t�ll s�x o'clock, and �n the
even�ng, from ten t�ll m�dn�ght, I had less work to do; for at those
t�mes the passengers took a rest from eat�ng, and only drank, tea,
beer, and vodka. All the buffet attendants, my ch�efs, were free at
that t�me, too. The cook, Smour�, drank tea at a table near the
hatchway w�th h�s ass�stant, Jaakov Ivan�ch; the k�tchen-man,
Max�m; and Serge�, the saloon steward, a humpback w�th h�gh
cheek-bones, a face p�tted w�th smallpox, and o�ly eyes. Jaakov told
all sorts of nasty stor�es, burst�ng out �nto sobb�ng laughs and
show�ng h�s long, d�scolored teeth. Serge� stretched h�s frog-l�ke
mouth to h�s ears. Frown�ng Max�m was s�lent, gaz�ng at them w�th
stern, colorless eyes.



"As�at�c! Mordovan!" sa�d the old cook now and aga�n �n h�s deep
vo�ce.
I d�d not l�ke these people. Fat, bald Jaakov Ivan�ch spoke of noth�ng
but women, and that always f�lth�ly. He had a vacant-look�ng face
covered w�th blu�sh p�mples. On one cheek he had a mole w�th a tuft
of red ha�r grow�ng from �t. He used to pull out these ha�rs by tw�st�ng
them round a needle. Whenever an am�able, spr�ghtly passenger of
the female sex appeared on the boat, he wa�ted upon her �n a
pecul�ar, t�m�d manner l�ke a beggar. He spoke to her sweetly and
pla�nt�vely, he l�cked her, as �t were, w�th the sw�ft movements of h�s
tongue. For some reason I used to th�nk that such great fat creatures
ought to be hang-men.
"One should know how to get round women," he would teach Serge�
and Max�m, who would l�sten to h�m much �mpressed, pout�ng the�r
l�ps and turn�ng red.
"As�at�cs!" Smour� would roar �n accents of d�sgust, and stand�ng up
heav�ly, he gave the order, "Pyeshkov, march!"
In h�s cab�n he would hand me a l�ttle book bound �n leather, and l�e
down �n h�s hammock by the wall of the �ce-house.
"Read!" he would say.
I sat on a box and read consc�ent�ously:
"'The umbra projected by the stars means that one �s on good terms
w�th heaven and free from profan�ty and v�ce.'"
Smour�, smok�ng a c�garette, puffed out the smoke and growled:
"Camels! They wrote—"
"'Bar�ng the left bosom means �nnocence of heart.'" "Whose
bosom?"
"It does not say."
"A woman's, �t means. Eh, and a loose woman."
He closed h�s eyes and lay w�th h�s arms beh�nd h�s head. H�s
c�garette, hardly al�ght, stuck �n the corner of h�s mouth. He set �t



stra�ght w�th h�s tongue, stretched so that someth�ng wh�stled �n h�s
chest, and h�s enormous face was enveloped �n a cloud of smoke.
Somet�mes I thought he had fallen asleep and I left off read�ng to
exam�ne the accursed book, wh�ch bored me to nauseat�on. But he
sa�d hoarsely: "Go on read�ng!"
"'The venerable one answered, "Look! My dear brother Suvyer�n—"'"
"Syevyever�n—"
"It �s wr�tten Suvyer�n."
"Well, that's w�tchcraft. There �s some poetry at the end. Run on from
there."
I ran on.

"Profane ones, cur�ous to know our bus�ness,
Never w�ll your weak eyes spy �t out,
Nor w�ll you learn how the fa�r�es s�ng."

"Wa�t!" sa�d Smour�. "That �s not poetry. G�ve me the book."
He angr�ly turned over the th�ck, blue leaves, and then put the book
under the mattress.
"Get me another one."
To my gr�ef there were many books �n h�s black trunk clamped w�th
�ron. There were "Precepts of Peace," "Memor�es of the Art�llery,"
"Letters of Lord Sydanhall," "Concern�ng Nox�ous Insects and the�r
Ext�nct�on, w�th Adv�ce aga�nst the Pest," books wh�ch seemed to
have no beg�nn�ng and no end. Somet�mes the cook set me to turn
over all h�s books and read out the�r t�tles to h�m, but as soon as I
had begun he called out angr�ly:
"What �s �t all about? Why do you speak through your teeth? It �s
�mposs�ble to understand you. What the dev�l has Gerbvase to do
w�th me? Gervase! Umbra �ndeed!"
Terr�ble words, �ncomprehens�ble names were wear�ly remembered,
and they t�ckled my tongue. I had an �ncessant des�re to repeat
them, th�nk�ng that perhaps by pronounc�ng them I m�ght d�scover
the�r mean�ng. And outs�de the port-hole the water unwear�edly sang



and splashed. It would have been pleasant to go to the stern, where
the sa�lors and stokers were gathered together among the chests,
where the passengers played cards, sang songs, and told �nterest�ng
stor�es. It would have been pleasant to s�t among them and l�sten to
s�mple, �ntell�g�ble conversat�on, to gaze on the banks of the Kama,
at the f�r-trees drawn out l�ke brass w�res, at the meadows, where�n
small lakes rema�ned from the floods, look�ng l�ke p�eces of broken
glass as they reflected the sun.
Our steamer was travel�ng at some d�stance from the shore, yet the
sound of �nv�s�ble bells came to us, rem�nd�ng us of the v�llages and
people. The barks of the f�shermen floated on the waves l�ke crusts
of bread. There, on the bank a l�ttle v�llage appeared, here a crowd
of small boys bathed �n the r�ver, men �n red blouses could be seen
pass�ng along a narrow str�p of sand. Seen from a d�stance, from the
r�ver, �t was a very pleas�ng s�ght; everyth�ng looked l�ke t�ny toys of
many colors.
I felt a des�re to call out some k�nd, tender words to the shore and
the barge. The latter �nterested me greatly; I could look at �t for an
hour at a t�me as �t d�pped �ts blunt nose �n the turb�d water. The boat
dragged �t along as �f �t were a p�g: the tow-rope, slacken�ng, lashed
the water, then once more drew taut and pulled the barge along by
the nose. I wanted very much to see the faces of those people who
were kept l�ke w�ld an�mals �n an �ron cage. At Perm, where they
were landed, I made my way to the gangway, and past me came, �n
batches of ten, gray people, trampl�ng dully, rattl�ng the�r fetters,
bowed down by the�r heavy knapsacks. There were all sorts, young
and old, handsome and ugly, all exactly l�ke ord�nary people except
that they were d�fferently dressed and were d�sf�gur�ngly close-
shaven. No doubt these were robbers, but grandmother had told me
much that was good about robbers. Smour� looked much more l�ke a
f�erce robber than they as he glanced lower�ngly at the barge and
sa�d loudly:
"Save me, God, from such a fate!"
Once I asked h�m:
"Why do you say that? You cook, wh�le those others k�ll and steal."



"I don't cook; I only prepare. The women cook," he sa�d, burst�ng out
laugh�ng; but after th�nk�ng a moment he added: "The d�fference
between one person and another l�es �n stup�d�ty. One man �s clever,
another not so clever, and a th�rd may be qu�te a fool. To become
clever one must read the r�ght books—black mag�c and what not.
One must read all k�nds of books and then one w�ll f�nd the r�ght
ones."
He was cont�nually �mpress�ng upon me:
"Read! When you don't understand a book, read �t aga�n and aga�n,
as many as seven t�mes; and �f you do not understand �t then, read �t
a dozen t�mes."
To every one on the boat, not exclud�ng the tac�turn steward, Smour�
spoke roughly. St�ck�ng out h�s lower l�p as �f he were d�sgusted, and,
strok�ng h�s mustache, he pelted them w�th words as �f they were
stones. To me he always showed k�ndness and �nterest, but there
was someth�ng about h�s �nterest wh�ch rather fr�ghtened me.
Somet�mes I thought he was crazy, l�ke grandmother's s�ster. At
t�mes he sa�d to me:
"Leave off read�ng."
And he would l�e for a long t�me w�th closed eyes, breath�ng
stertorously, h�s great stomach shak�ng. H�s ha�ry f�ngers, folded
corpse-l�ke on h�s chest, moved, kn�tt�ng �nv�s�ble socks w�th �nv�s�ble
needles. Suddenly he would beg�n growl�ng:
"Here are you! You have your �ntell�gence. Go and l�ve! Rut
�ntell�gence �s g�ven spar�ngly, and not to all al�ke. If all were on the
same level �ntellectually—but they are not. One understands,
another does not, and there are some people who do not even w�sh
to understand!"
Stumbl�ng over h�s words, he related stor�es of h�s l�fe as a sold�er,
the dr�ft of wh�ch I could never manage to catch. They seemed very
un�nterest�ng to me. Bes�des, he d�d not tell them from the beg�nn�ng,
but as he recollected them.
"The commander of the reg�ment called th�s sold�er to h�m and
asked: 'What d�d the l�eutenant say to you?' So he told everyth�ng



just as �t had happened—a sold�er �s bound to tell the truth—but the
l�eutenant looked at h�m as �f he had been a wall, and then turned
away, hang�ng h�s head. Yes—"
He became �nd�gnant, puffed out clouds of smoke, and growled:
"How was I to know what I could say and what I ought not to say?
Then the l�eutenant was condemned to be shut up �n a fortress, and
h�s mother sa�d—ah, my God! I am not learned �n anyth�ng."
It was hot. Everyth�ng seemed to be qu�ver�ng and t�nkl�ng. The
water splashed aga�nst the �ron walls of the cab�n, and the wheel of
the boat rose and fell. The r�ver flowed �n a broad stream between
the rows of l�ghts. In the d�stance could be seen the l�ne of the
meadowed bank. The trees drooped. When one's hear�ng had
become accustomed to all the sounds, �t seemed as �f all was qu�et,
although the sold�ers �n the stern of the boat howled d�smally, "Se-e-
even! Se-e-ven!"
I had no des�re to take part �n anyth�ng. I wanted ne�ther to l�sten nor
to work, but only to s�t somewhere �n the shadows, where there was
no greasy, hot smell of cook�ng; to s�t and gaze, half asleep, at the
qu�et, slugg�sh l�fe as �t sl�pped away on the water.
"Read!" the cook commanded harshly.
Even the head steward was afra�d of h�m, and that m�ld man of few
words, the d�n�ng-room steward, who looked l�ke a sandre, was
ev�dently afra�d of Smour� too.
"E�! You sw�ne!" he would cry to th�s man. "Come here! Th�ef!
As�at�c!"
The sa�lors and stokers were very respectful to h�m, and expectant of
favors. He gave them the meat from wh�ch soup had been made,
and �nqu�red after the�r homes and the�r fam�l�es. The o�ly and
smoke-dr�ed Wh�te Russ�an stokers were counted the lowest people
on the boat. They were all called by one name, Yaks, and they were
teased, "L�ke a Yak, I amble along the shore."
When Smour� heard th�s, he br�stled up, h�s face became suffused
w�th blood, and he roared at the stokers:



"Why do you allow them to laugh at you, you mugs? Throw some
sauce �n the�r faces."
Once the boatswa�n, a handsome, but �ll-natured, man, sa�d to h�m:
"They are the same as L�ttle Russ�ans; they hold the same fa�th."
The cook se�zed h�m by the collar and belt, l�fted h�m up �n the a�r,
and sa�d, shak�ng h�m:
"Shall I knock you to sm�thereens?"
They quarreled often, these two. Somet�mes �t even came to a f�ght,
but Smour� was never beaten. He was possessed of superhuman
strength, and bes�des th�s, the capta�n's w�fe, w�th a mascul�ne face
and smooth ha�r l�ke a boy's, was on h�s s�de.
He drank a terr�ble amount of vodka, but never became drunk. He
began to dr�nk the f�rst th�ng �n the morn�ng, consum�ng a whole
bottle �n four gulps, and after that he s�pped beer t�ll close on
even�ng. H�s face gradually grew brown, h�s eyes w�dened.
Somet�mes �n the even�ng he sat for hours �n the hatchway, look�ng
large and wh�te, w�thout break�ng h�s s�lence, and h�s eyes were
f�xed gloom�ly on the d�stant hor�zon. At those t�mes they were all
more afra�d of h�m than ever, but I was sorry for h�m. Jaakov Ivan�ch
would come out from the k�tchen, persp�r�ng and glow�ng w�th the
heat. Scratch�ng h�s bald skull and wav�ng h�s arm, he would take
cover or say from a d�stance:
"The f�sh has gone off."
"Well, there �s the salted cabbage."
"But �f they ask for f�sh-soup or bo�led f�sh?"
"It �s ready. They can beg�n gobbl�ng."
Somet�mes I plucked up courage to go to h�m. He looked at me
heav�ly.
"What do you want?"
"Noth�ng."



"Good.".
On one of these occas�ons, however, I asked h�m:
"Why �s every one afra�d of you? For you are good."
Contrary to my expectat�ons, he d�d not get angry.
"I am only good to you."
But he added d�st�nctly, s�mply, and thoughtfully:
"Yes, �t �s true that I am good to every one, only I do not show �t. It
does not do to show that to people, or they w�ll be all over you. They
w�ll crawl over those who are k�nd as �f they were mounds �n a
morass, and trample on them. Go and get me some beer."
Hav�ng drunk the bottle, he sucked h�s mustache and sa�d:
"If you were older, my b�rd, I could teach you a lot. I have someth�ng
to say to a man. I am no fool. But you must read books. In them you
w�ll f�nd all you need. They are not rubb�sh—books. Would you l�ke
some beer?"
"I don't care for �t."
"Good boy! And you do well not to dr�nk �t. Drunkenness �s a
m�sfortune. Vodka �s the dev�l's own bus�ness. If I were r�ch, I would
spur you on to study. An un�nstructed man �s an ox, f�t for noth�ng but
the yoke or to serve as meat. All he can do �s to wave h�s ta�l."
The capta�n's w�fe gave h�m a volume of Gogol. I read "The Terr�ble
Vengeance" and was del�ghted w�th �t, but Smour� cr�ed angr�ly:
"Rubb�sh! A fa�ry-tale! I know. There are other books."
He took the book away from me, obta�ned another one from the
capta�n's w�fe, and ordered me harshly:
"Read Tarass'—what do you call �t? F�nd �t! She says �t �s good; good
for whom? It may be good for her, but not for me, eh? She cuts her
ha�r short. It �s a p�ty her ears were not cut off too."
When Tarass called upon Ostap to f�ght, the cook laughed loudly.



"That's the way! Of course! You have learn�ng, but I have strength.
What do they say about �t? Camels!"
He l�stened w�th great attent�on, but often grumbled:
"Rubb�sh! You could n't cut a man �n half from h�s shoulders to h�s
haunches; �t can't be done. And you can't thrust a p�ke upward; �t
would break �t. I have been a sold�er myself."
Andre�'s treachery aroused h�s d�sgust.
'There's a mean creature, eh? L�ke women! Tfoo!
But when Tarass k�lled h�s son, the cook let h�s feet sl�p from the
hammock, bent h�mself double, and wept. The tears tr�ckled down
h�s cheeks, splashed upon the deck as he breathed stertorously and
muttered:
"Oh, my God! my God!"
And suddenly he shouted to me:
"Go on read�ng, you bone of the dev�l!"
Aga�n he wept, w�th even more v�olence and b�tterness, when I read
how Ostap cr�ed, out before h�s death, "Father, dost thou hear?"
"Ru�ned utterly!" excla�med Smour�. "Utterly! Is that the end? Ekh!
What an accursed bus�ness! He was a man, that Tar ass. What do
you th�nk? Yes, he was a man."
He took the book out of my hands and looked at �t w�th attent�on,
lett�ng h�s tears fall on �ts b�nd�ng.
"It �s a f�ne book, a regular treat."
After th�s we read "Ivanhoe." Smour� was very pleased w�th R�chard
Plantagenet.
"That was a real k�ng," he sa�d �mpress�vely.
To me the book had appeared dry. In fact, our tastes d�d not agree at
all. I had a great l�k�ng for "The Story of Thomas Jones," an old
translat�on of "The H�story of Tom Jones, Foundl�ng," but Smour�
grumbled:



"Rubb�sh! What do I care about your Thomas? Of what use �s he to
me? There must be some other books."
One day I told h�m that I knew that there were other books, forb�dden
books. One could read them only at n�ght, �n underground rooms. He
opened h�s eyes w�de.
"Wha-a-t's that? Why do you tell me these l�es?"
"I am not tell�ng l�es. The pr�est asked me about them when I went to
confess�on, and, for that matter, I myself have seen people read�ng
them and cry�ng over them."
The cook looked sternly �n my face and asked:
"Who was cry�ng?"
"The lady who was l�sten�ng, and the other actually ran away
because she was fr�ghtened."
"You were asleep. You were dream�ng," sa�d Smour�, slowly cover�ng
h�s eyes, and after a s�lence he muttered: "But of course there must
be someth�ng h�dden from me somewhere. I am not so old as all
that, and w�th my character—well, however that may be—"
He spoke to me eloquently for a whole hour.
Impercept�bly I acqu�red the hab�t of read�ng, and took up a book
w�th pleasure. What I read there�n was pleasantly d�fferent from l�fe,
wh�ch was becom�ng harder and harder for me.
Smour� also recreated h�mself by read�ng, and often took me from
my work.
"Pyeshkov, come and read."
"I have a lot of wash�ng up to do."
"Let Max�m wash up."
He coarsely ordered the sen�or k�tchen-helper to do my work, and
th�s man would break the glasses out of sp�te, wh�le the ch�ef
steward told me qu�etly:
"I shall have you put off the boat."



One day Max�m on purpose placed several glasses �n a bowl of d�rty
water and tea-leaves. I empt�ed the water overboard, and the
glasses went fly�ng w�th �t.
"It �s my fault," sa�d Smour� to the head steward. "Put �t down to my
account."
The d�n�ng-room attendants began to look at me w�th lower�ng
brows, and they used to say:
"E�! you bookworm! What are you pa�d for?"
And they used to try and make as much work as they could for me,
so�l�ng plates needlessly. I was sure that th�s would end badly for me,
and I was not m�staken.
One even�ng, �n a l�ttle shelter on the boat, there sat a red-faced
woman w�th a g�rl �n a yellow coat and a new p�nk blouse. Both had
been dr�nk�ng. The woman sm�led, bowed to every one, and sa�d on
the note O, l�ke a church clerk:
"Forg�ve me, my fr�ends; I have had a l�ttle too much to dr�nk. I have
been tr�ed and acqu�tted, and I have been dr�nk�ng for joy."
The g�rl laughed, too, gaz�ng at the other passengers w�th glazed
eyes. Push�ng the woman away, she sa�d:
"But you, you plaguy creature—we know you."
They had berths �n the second-class cab�n, oppos�te the cab�n �n
wh�ch Jaakov Ivan�ch and Serge� slept.
The woman soon d�sappeared somewhere or other, and Serge� took
her place near the g�rl, greed�ly stretch�ng h�s frog-l�ke mouth.
That n�ght, when I had f�n�shed my work and had la�d myself down to
sleep on the table, Serge� came to me, and se�z�ng me by the arm,
sa�d:
"Come along! We are go�ng to marry you."
He was drunk. I tr�ed to tear my arm away from h�m, but he struck
me.
"Come along!"



Max�m came runn�ng �n, also drunk, and the two dragged me along
the deck to the�r cab�n, past the sleep�ng passengers. But by the
door of the cab�n stood Smour�, and �n the doorway, hold�ng on to the
jamb, Jaakov Ivan�ch. The g�rl stuck her elbow �n h�s back, and cr�ed
�n a drunken vo�ce:
"Make way!"
Smour� got me out of the hands of Serge� and Max�m, se�zed them
by the ha�r, and, knock�ng the�r heads together, moved away. They
both fell down.
"As�at�c!" he sa�d to Jaakov, slamm�ng the door on h�m. Then he
roared as he pushed me along:
"Get out of th�s!"
I ran to the stern. The n�ght was cloudy, the r�ver black. In the wake
of the boat seethed two gray l�nes of water lead�ng to the �nv�s�ble
shore; between these two l�nes the barge dragged on �ts way. Now
on the r�ght, now on the left appeared red patches of l�ght, w�thout
�llum�nat�ng anyth�ng. They d�sappeared, h�dden by the sudden
w�nd�ng of the shore. After th�s �t became st�ll darker and more
gruesome.
The cook came and sat bes�de me, s�ghed deeply, and pulled at h�s
c�garette.
"So they were tak�ng you to that creature? Ekh! D�rty beasts! I heard
them try�ng."
"D�d you take her away from them?"
"Her?" He abused the g�rl coarsely, and cont�nued �n a sad tone:
"It �s all nast�ness here. Th�s boat �s worse than a v�llage. Have you
ever l�ved �n a v�llage?"
"No."
"In a v�llage there �s noth�ng but m�sery, espec�ally �n the w�nter."
Throw�ng h�s c�garette overboard, he was s�lent. Then he spoke
aga�n.



"You have fallen among a herd of sw�ne, and I am sorry for you, my
l�ttle one. I am sorry for all of them, too. Another t�me I do not know
what I should have done. Gone on my knees and prayed. What are
you do�ng, sons of ——? What are you do�ng, bl�nd creatures?
Camels!"
The steamer gave a long-drawn-out hoot, the tow-rope splashed �n
the water, the l�ghts of lanterns jumped up and down, show�ng where
the harbor was. Out of the darkness more l�ghts appeared.
"Pyan� Bor [a certa�n p�ne forest]. Drunk," growled the cook. "And
there �s a r�ver called Pyana�a, and there was a capta�n called
Pyenkov, and a wr�ter called Zap�vokh�n, and yet another capta�n
called Nepe�-p�vo.[1] I am go�ng on shore."
The coarse-gra�ned women and g�rls of Kamska dragged logs of
wood from the shore �n long trucks. Bend�ng under the�r load-straps,
w�th pl�able tread, they arr�ved �n pa�rs at the stoker's hold, and,
empty�ng the�r sooty loads �nto the black hole, cr�ed r�ng�ngly:
"Logs!"



[1] Pyana�a means "drunk," and the other names ment�oned come
from the same root. Nepe�-p�vo means, "Do not dr�nk beer."

When they brought the wood the sa�lors would take hold of them by
the breasts or the legs. The women squealed, spat at the men,
turned back, and defended themselves aga�nst p�nches and blows
w�th the�r trucks. I saw th�s a hundred t�mes, on every voyage and at
every land-stage where they took �n wood, and �t was always the
same th�ng.
I felt as �f I were old, as �f I had l�ved on that boat for many years, and
knew what would happen �n a week's t�me, �n the autumn, �n a year.
It was dayl�ght now. On a sandy promontory above the harbor stood
out a forest of f�r-trees. On the h�lls and through the forests women
went laugh�ng and s�ng�ng. They looked l�ke sold�ers as they pushed
the�r long trucks.
I wanted to weep. The tears seethed �n my breast; my heart was
overflow�ng w�th them. It was pa�nful. But �t would be shameful to cry,
and I went to help the sa�lor Blyakh�n wash the deck.
Blyakh�n was an �ns�gn�f�cant-look�ng man. He had a w�thered, faded
look about h�m, and always stowed h�mself away �n corners, whence
h�s small, br�ght eyes shone.
"My proper surname �s not Blyakh�n, but——because, you see, my
mother was a loose woman. I have a s�ster, and she also. That
happened to be the�r dest�ny. Dest�ny, my brother, �s an anchor for all
of us. You want to go �n one d�rect�on, but wa�t!"
And now, as he swabbed the deck, he sa�d softly to me:
"You see what a lot of harm women do! There �t �s? Damp wood
smolders for a long t�me and then bursts �nto flame. I don't care for
that sort of th�ng myself; �t does not �nterest me. And �f I had been
born a woman, I should have drowned myself �n a black pool. I
should have been safe then w�th Holy Chr�st, and could do no one
any harm. But wh�le one �s here there �s always the chance of
k�ndl�ng a f�re. Eunuchs are no fools, I assure you. They are clever



people, they are good at d�v�nat�on, they put as�de all small th�ngs
and serve God alone—cleanly."
The capta�n's w�fe passed us, hold�ng her sk�rts h�gh as she came
through the pools of water. Tall and well bu�lt, she had a s�mple,
br�ght face. I wanted to run after her and beg her from my heart:
"Say someth�ng to me! Say someth�ng!"
The boat drew slowly away from the p�er. Blyakh�n crossed h�mself
and sa�d:
"We are off!"

CHAPTER VI

At Sarapul�a, Max�m left the boat. He went away �n s�lence, say�ng
farewell to no one, ser�ous and calm. Beh�nd h�m, laugh�ng, came
the gay woman, and, follow�ng her, the g�rl, look�ng d�sheveled, w�th
swollen eyes. Serge� was on h�s knees a long t�me before the
capta�n's cab�n, k�ss�ng the panel of the door, knock�ng h�s forehead
aga�nst �t, and cry�ng:
"Forg�ve me! It was not my fault, but Max�m's."
The sa�lors, the stewards, and even some of the passengers knew
that he was ly�ng, yet they adv�sed:
"Come, forg�ve h�m!"
But the capta�n drove h�m away, and even k�cked h�m w�th such force
that he fell over. Notw�thstand�ng, he forgave h�m, and Serge� at
once rushed on deck, carry�ng a tray of tea-th�ngs, look�ng w�th
�nqu�r�ng, dog-l�ke express�on �nto the eyes of the passengers.
In Max�m's place came a sold�er from V�atsk�, a bony man, w�th a
small head and brown�sh red eyes. The ass�stant cook sent h�m f�rst
to k�ll some fowls. He k�lled a pa�r, but let the rest escape on deck.
The passengers tr�ed to catch them, but three hens flew overboard.



Then the sold�er sat on some wood near the fowl-house, and cr�ed
b�tterly.
"What's the matter, you fool?" asked Smour�, angr�ly. "Fancy a
sold�er cry�ng!"
"I belong to the Home Defense Corps," sa�d the sold�er �n a low
vo�ce.
That was h�s ru�n. In half an hour every one on the boat was
laugh�ng at h�m. They would come qu�te close to h�m, f�x the�r eyes
on h�s face, and ask:
"Is th�s the one?"
And then they would go off �nto harsh, �nsult�ng, absurd laughter.
At f�rst the sold�er d�d not see these people or hear the�r laughter; he
was dry�ng h�s tears w�th the sleeve of h�s old sh�rt, exactly as �f he
were h�d�ng them up h�s sleeve. But soon h�s brown eyes flashed
w�th rage, and he sa�d �n the qu�ck speech of V�atsk�:
"What are you star�ng at me for? O�, may you be torn to b�ts!"
But th�s only amused the passengers the more, and they began to
snap the�r f�ngers at h�m, to pluck at h�s sh�rt, h�s apron, to play w�th
h�m as �f he had been a goat, ba�t�ng h�m cruelly unt�l d�nner-t�me. At
d�nner some one put a p�ece of squeezed lemon on the handle of a
wooden spoon, and t�ed �t beh�nd h�s back by the str�ngs of h�s
apron. As he moved, the spoon waggled beh�nd h�m, and every one
laughed, but he was �n a fluster, l�ke an entrapped mouse, �gnorant
of what had aroused the�r laughter.
Smour� sat beh�nd h�m �n s�lence. H�s face had become l�ke a
woman's. I felt sorry for the sold�er, and asked:
"May I tell h�m about the spoon?"
He nodded h�s head w�thout speak�ng.
When I expla�ned to the sold�er what they were laugh�ng at, he
hast�ly se�zed the spoon, tore �t off, threw �t on the floor, crushed �t
w�th h�s foot, and took hold of my ha�r w�th both hands. We began to



f�ght, to the great sat�sfact�on of the passengers, who made a r�ng
round us at once.
Smour� pushed the spectators as�de, separated us, and, after box�ng
my ear, se�zed the sold�er by the ear. When the passengers saw how
the l�ttle man danced under the hand of the cook they roared w�th
exc�tement, wh�stled, stamped the�r feet, spl�t the�r s�des w�th
laughter.
"Hurrah! Garr�son! Butt the cook �n the stomach!"
Th�s w�ld joy on the part of others made me feel that I wanted to
throw myself upon them and h�t the�r d�rty heads w�th a lump of
wood.
Smour� let the sold�er go, and w�th h�s hands beh�nd h�s back turned
upon the passengers l�ke a w�ld boar, br�stl�ng, and show�ng h�s teeth
terr�fy�ngly.
"To your places! March! March!"
The sold�er threw h�mself upon me aga�n, but Smour� se�zed h�m
round the body w�th one hand and carr�ed h�m to the hatchway,
where he began to pump water on h�s head, turn�ng h�s fra�l body
about as �f he were a rag-doll.
The sa�lors came runn�ng on the scene, w�th the boatswa�n and the
capta�n's mate. The passengers crowded about aga�n. A head above
the others stood the head-steward, qu�et, dumb, as always.
The sold�er, s�tt�ng on some wood near the k�tchen door, took off h�s
boots and began to wr�ng out h�s legg�ngs, though they were not wet.
But the water dr�pped from h�s greasy ha�r, wh�ch aga�n amused the
passengers.
"All the same," sa�d the sold�er, "I am go�ng to k�ll that boy."
Tak�ng me by the shoulder, Smour� sa�d someth�ng to the capta�n's
mate. The sa�lors sent the passengers away, and when they had all
d�spersed, he asked the sold�er:
"What �s to be done w�th you?"



The latter was s�lent, look�ng at me w�th w�ld eyes, and all the wh�le
putt�ng a strange restra�nt upon h�mself.
"Be qu�et, you dev�lsk�n!" sa�d Smour�.
"As you are not the p�per, you can't call the tune," answered the
sold�er.
I saw that the cook was confused. H�s blown-out cheeks became
flabby; he spat, and went away, tak�ng me w�th h�m. I walked after
h�m, feel�ng fool�sh, w�th backward glances at the sold�er. But Smour�
muttered �n a worr�ed tone:
"There's a w�ld creature for you! What? What do you th�nk of h�m?"
Serge� overtook us and sa�d �n a wh�sper:
"He �s go�ng to k�ll h�mself."
"Where �s he?" cr�ed Smour�, and he ran.
The sold�er was stand�ng at the door of the steward's cab�n w�th a
large kn�fe �n h�s hand. It was the kn�fe wh�ch was used for cutt�ng off
the heads of fowls and for cutt�ng up st�cks for the stoves. It was
blunt, and notched l�ke a saw. In front of the cab�n the passengers
were assembled, look�ng at the funny l�ttle man w�th the wet head.
H�s snub-nosed face shook l�ke a jelly; h�s mouth hung wear�ly open;
h�s l�ps tw�tched. He roared:
"Tormentors! Tormentors!"
Jump�ng up on someth�ng, I looked over the heads of people �nto
the�r faces. They were sm�l�ng, g�ggl�ng, and say�ng to one another:
"Look! Look!"
When he pushed h�s crumpled sh�rt down �nto h�s trousers w�th h�s
sk�nny, ch�ld�sh hand, a good-look�ng man near me sa�d:
"He �s gett�ng ready to d�e, and he takes the trouble to h�tch up h�s
trousers."
The passengers all laughed loudly. It was perfectly pla�n that they d�d
not th�nk �t probable that the sold�er would really k�ll h�mself, nor d�d I



th�nk so; but Smour�, after one glance at h�m, pushed the people
as�de w�th h�s stomach, say�ng:
"Get away, you fools!"
He called them fools over and over aga�n, and approach�ng one l�ttle
knot of people, sa�d:
"To your place, fool!"
Th�s was funny; but, however, �t seemed to-be true, for they had all
been act�ng l�ke one b�g fool from the f�rst th�ng �n the morn�ng. When
he had dr�ven the passengers-off, he approached the sold�er, and,
hold�ng out h�s hand, sa�d:
"G�ve me that kn�fe."
"I don't care," sa�d the sold�er, hold�ng out the handle of the kn�fe.
The cook gave the kn�fe to me, and pushed the sold�er �nto the
cab�n.
"L�e down and go to sleep. What �s the matter w�th you, eh?"
The sold�er sat on a hammock �n s�lence.
"He shall br�ng you someth�ng to eat and some vodka. Do you dr�nk
vodka?"
"A l�ttle somet�mes."
"But, look you, don't you touch h�m. It was not he who made fun of
you, do you hear? I tell you that �t was not he."
"But why d�d they torment me?" asked the sold�er, softly.
Smour� answered gruffly after a pause:
"How should I know?"
As he came w�th me to the k�tchen he muttered:
"Well, they have fastened upon a poor wretch th�s t�me, and no
m�stake! You see what he �s? There you are! My lad, people can be
sent out of the�r m�nds; they can really. St�ck to them l�ke bugs, and
the th�ng �s done. In fact, there are some people here l�ke bugs—
worse than bugs!"



When I took bread, meat, and vodka to the sold�er he was st�ll s�tt�ng
�n the hammock, rock�ng h�mself and cry�ng softly, sobb�ng l�ke a
woman.
I placed the plate on the table, say�ng:
"Eat."
"Shut the door."
"That w�ll make �t dark."
"Shut �t, or they w�ll come crawl�ng �n here."
I went away. The s�ght of the sold�er was unpleasant to me. He
aroused my comm�serat�on and p�ty and made me feel
uncomfortable. T�mes w�thout number grandmother had told me:
"One must have p�ty on people. We are all unhappy. L�fe �s hard for
all of us."
"D�d you take �t to h�m?" asked the cook. "Well, how �s he—the
sold�er?"
"I feel sorry for h�m."
"Well, what's the matter now, eh?"
"One can't help be�ng sorry for people."
Smour� took me by the arm, drew me to h�m, and sa�d:
"You do not p�ty �n va�n, but �t �s waste of t�me to chatter about �t.
When you are not accustomed to m�x jell�es, you must teach yourself
the way."
And push�ng me away from h�m, he added gruffly: "Th�s �s no place
for you. Here, smoke."
I was deeply d�stressed, qu�te crushed by the behav�or of the
passengers. There was someth�ng �nexpress�bly �nsult�ng and
oppress�ve �n the way they had worr�ed the sold�er and had laughed
w�th glee when Smour� had h�m by the ear. What pleasure could they
f�nd �n such a d�sgust�ng, p�t�ful affa�r? What was there to cause them
to laugh so joyfully?



There they were aga�n, s�tt�ng or ly�ng under the awn�ng, dr�nk�ng,
mak�ng a buzz of talk, play�ng cards, convers�ng ser�ously and
sens�bly, look�ng at the r�ver, just as �f they had never wh�stled and
hooted an hour ago. They were all as qu�et and lazy as usual. From
morn�ng to n�ght they sauntered about the boat l�ke p�eces of fluff or
specks of dust �n the sunbeams. In groups of ten they would stroll to
the hatchway, cross themselves, and leave the boat at the land�ng-
stage from wh�ch the same k�nd of people embarked as they landed,
bend�ng the�r backs under the same heavy wallets and trunks and
dressed �n the same fash�on.
Th�s cont�nual change of passengers d�d not alter the l�fe on the boat
one b�t. The new passengers spoke of the same th�ngs as those who
had left: the land, labor, God, women, and �n the same words. "It �s
orda�ned by the Lord God that we should suffer; all we can do �s to
be pat�ent. There �s noth�ng else to be done. It �s fate."
It was depress�ng to hear such words, and they exasperated me. I
could not endure d�rt, and I d�d not w�sh to endure ev�l, unjust, and
�nsult�ng behav�or toward myself. I was sure that I d�d not deserve
such treatment. And the sold�er had not deserved �t, e�ther. Perhaps
he had meant to be funny.
Max�m, a ser�ous, good-hearted fellow, had been d�sm�ssed from the
sh�p, and Serge�, a mean fellow, was left. And why d�d these people,
capable of goad�ng a man almost to madness, always subm�t humbly
to the fur�ous shouts of the sa�lors, and l�sten to the�r abuse w�thout
tak�ng offense?
"What are you roll�ng about on the deck for?" cr�ed the boatswa�n,
bl�nk�ng h�s handsome, though malevolent, eyes. "If the boat heeled,
�t would be the end of you, you dev�ls."
The "dev�ls" went peaceably enough to the other deck, but they
chased them away from there, too, as �f they had been sheep.
"Ah, accursed ones!"
On hot n�ghts, under the �ron awn�ng, wh�ch had been made red-hot
by the sun dur�ng the day, �t was suffocat�ng. The passengers
crawled over the deck l�ke beetles, and lay where they happened to



fall. The sa�lors awoke them at the land�ng-stages by prodd�ng them
w�th marl�nesp�kes.
"What are you sprawl�ng �n the way for? Go away to your proper
place!"
They would stand up, and move sleep�ly �n the d�rect�on wh�ther they
were pushed. The sa�lors were of the same class as themselves,
only they were dressed d�fferently; but they ordered them about as �f
they were pol�cemen. The f�rst th�ng wh�ch I not�ced about these
people was that they were so qu�et, so t�m�d, so sadly meek. It was
terr�ble when through that crust of meekness burst the cruel,
thoughtless sp�r�t of m�sch�ef, wh�ch had very l�ttle fun �n �t. It seemed
to me that they d�d not know where they were be�ng taken; �t was a
matter of �nd�fference to them where they were landed from the boat.
Wherever they went on shore they stayed for a short t�me, and then
they embarked aga�n on our boat or another, start�ng on a fresh
journey. They all seemed to have strayed, to have no relat�ves, as �f
all the earth were strange to them. And every s�ngle one of them was
senselessly cowardly.
Once, shortly after m�dn�ght, someth�ng burst �n the mach�nery and
exploded l�ke a report from a cannon. The deck was at once
enveloped �n a cloud of steam, wh�ch rose th�ckly from the eng�ne-
room and crept through every crev�ce. An �nv�s�ble person shouted
deafen�ngly:
"Gavr�lov, some red lead—and some felt!"
I slept near the eng�ne-room, on the table on wh�ch the d�shes were
washed up, and the explos�on and shak�ng awoke me. It was qu�et
on deck. The eng�ne uttered a hot, steamy wh�sper; a hammer
sounded repeatedly. But �n the course of a few m�nutes all the saloon
passengers howled, roared w�th one vo�ce, and suddenly a
d�stress�ng scene was �n progress.
In a wh�te fog wh�ch sw�ftly raref�ed, women w�th the�r ha�r loose,
d�sheveled men w�th round eyes l�ke f�shes' eyes, rushed about,
trampl�ng one another, carry�ng bundles, bags, boxes, stumbl�ng,
fall�ng, call�ng upon God and St. N�cholas, str�k�ng one another. It



was very terr�ble, but at the same t�me �t was �nterest�ng. I ran after
them to see what they would do next.
Th�s was my f�rst exper�ence of a n�ght alarm, yet I understood at
once that the passengers had made a m�stake. The boat had not
slowed down. On the r�ght hand, qu�te near, gleamed the l�fe-belts.
The n�ght was l�ght, the full moon stood h�gh. But the passengers
rushed w�ldly about the deck, and now those travel�ng �n the other
classes had come up, too. Some one jumped overboard. He was
followed by another, and yet a th�rd. Two peasants and a monk w�th
heavy p�eces of wood broke off a bench wh�ch was screwed to the
desk. A large cage of fowls was thrown �nto the water from the stern.
In the center of the deck, near the steps lead�ng to the capta�n's
br�dge, knelt a peasant who prostrated h�mself before the people as
they rushed past h�m, and howled l�ke a wolf:
"I am Orthodox and a s�nner—"
"To the boats, you dev�ls!" cr�ed a fat gentleman who wore only
trousers and no sh�rt, and he beat h�s breast w�th h�s f�st.
The sa�lors came runn�ng, se�zed people by the collars, knocked
the�r heads together, and threw them on the deck. Smour�
approached heav�ly, wear�ng h�s overcoat over h�s n�ght-clothes,
addressed them all �n a resound�ng vo�ce:
"Yes, you ought to be ashamed of yourselves. What are you mak�ng
all th�s fuss for? Has the steamer stopped, eh? Are we go�ng slower?
There �s the shore. Those fools who jumped �nto the water have
caught the l�fe-belts, they have had to drag them out. There they are.
Do you see? Two boats—"
He struck the th�rd-class passengers on the head w�th h�s f�st, and
they sank l�ke sacks to the deck.
The confus�on was not yet hushed when a lady �n a cloak flew to
Smour� w�th a tablespoon �n her hand, and, flour�sh�ng �t �n h�s face,
cr�ed:
"How dare you?"



A wet gentleman, restra�n�ng her, sucked h�s mustache and sa�d
�rr�tably:
"Let h�m alone, you �mbec�le!"
Smour�, spread�ng out h�s hands, bl�nked w�th embarrassment, and
asked me:
"What's the matter, eh? What does she want w�th me? Th�s �s n�ce, I
must say! Why, I never saw her before �n my l�fe!"
And a peasant, w�th h�s nose bleed�ng, cr�ed:
"Human be�ngs, you call them? Robbers!"
Before the summer I had seen two pan�cs on board the steamboat,
and on both occas�ons they were caused not by real danger, but by
the mere poss�b�l�ty of �t. On a th�rd occas�on the passengers caught
two th�eves, one of them was dressed l�ke a fore�gner, beat them for
almost an hour, unknown to the sa�lors, and when the latter took the�r
v�ct�ms away from them, the passengers abused them.
"Th�eves sh�eld th�eves. That �s pla�n. You are rogues yourselves,
and you sympath�ze w�th rogues."
The th�eves had been beaten �nto unconsc�ousness. They could not
stand when they were handed over to the pol�ce at the next
stopp�ng-place.
There were many other occas�ons on wh�ch my feel�ngs were
aroused to a h�gh p�tch, and I could not make up my m�nd as to
whether people were bad or good, peaceful or m�sch�ef-mak�ng, and
why they were so pecul�arly cruel, lust�ng to work malevolence, and
ashamed of be�ng k�nd.
I asked the cook about th�s, but he enveloped h�s face �n a cloud of
smoke, and sa�d br�efly �n a tone of vexat�on:
"What are you chatter�ng about now? Human creatures are human
creatures. Some are clever, some are fools. Read, and don't talk so
much. In books, �f they are the r�ght sort, you w�ll f�nd all you want to
know."
I wanted to please h�m by g�v�ng h�m a present of some books.



In Kazan I bought, for f�ve copecks, "The Story of how a Sold�er
Saved Peter the Great"; but at that t�me the cook was dr�nk�ng and
was very cross, so I began to read �t myself. I was del�ghted w�th �t, �t
was so s�mple, easy to understand, �nterest�ng, and short. I felt that
th�s book would g�ve great pleasure to my teacher; but when I took �t
to h�m he s�lently crushed �t �n h�s hand �nto a round ball and threw �t
overboard.
"That for your book, you fool!" he sa�d harshly. "I teach you l�ke a
dog, and all you want to do �s to gobble up �dle tales, eh?" He
stamped and roared. "What k�nd of book �s that? Do I read
nonsense? Is what �s wr�tten there true? Well, speak!"
"I don't know."
"Well, I do know. If a man's head were cut off, h�s body would fall
down the sta�rcase, and the other man would not have cl�mbed on
the haystack. Sold�ers are not fools. He would have set f�re to the
hay, and that would have been the end. Do you understand?"
"Yes."
"That's r�ght. I know all about Czar Peter, and that never happened
to h�m. Run along."
I real�zed that the cook was r�ght, but nevertheless the book pleased
me. I bought the "Story" aga�n and read �t a second t�me. To my
amazement, I d�scovered that �t was really a bad book. Th�s puzzled
me, and I began to regard the cook w�th even more respect, wh�le he
sa�d to me more frequently and more crossly than ever:
"Oh, what a lot you need to be taught! Th�s �s no place for you."
I also felt that �t was no place for me. Serge� behaved d�sgust�ngly to
me, and several t�mes I observed h�m steal�ng p�eces of the tea-
serv�ce, and g�v�ng them to the passengers on the sly. I knew that
th�s was theft. Smour� had warned me more than once:
"Take care. Do not g�ve the attendants any of the cups and plates
from your table."
Th�s made l�fe st�ll harder for me, and I often longed to run away from
the boat �nto the forest; but Smour� held me back. He was more



tender to me every day, and the �ncessant movement on the boat
held a terr�ble fasc�nat�on for me. I d�d not l�ke �t when we stayed �n
port, and I was always expect�ng someth�ng to happen, and that we
should sa�l from Kama to Byela, as far as V�atka, and so up the
Volga, and I should see new places, towns, and people. But th�s d�d
not happen. My l�fe on the steamer came to an abrupt end. One
even�ng when we were go�ng from Kazan to N�jn� the steward called
me to h�m. I went. He shut the door beh�nd me, and sa�d to Smour�,
who sat gr�mly on a small stool:
"Here he �s."
Smour� asked me roughly:
"Have you been g�v�ng Serejka any of the d�nner- and tea-serv�ces?"
"He helps h�mself when I am not look�ng."
The steward sa�d softly:
"He does not look, yet he knows."
Smour� struck h�s knee w�th h�s f�st; then he scratched h�s knee as he
sa�d:
"Wa�t; take t�me."
I pondered. I looked at the steward. He looked at me, and there
seemed to be no eyes beh�nd h�s glasses.
He l�ved w�thout mak�ng a no�se. He went about softly, spoke �n low
tones. Somet�mes h�s faded beard and vacant eyes peeped out from
some corner and �nstantly van�shed. Before go�ng to bed he knelt for
a long t�me �n the buffet before the �con w�th the ever-burn�ng lamp. I
could see h�m through the ch�nk of the door, look�ng l�ke a black
bundle; but I had never succeeded �n learn�ng how the steward
prayed, for he s�mply knelt and looked at the �con, strok�ng h�s beard
and s�gh�ng.
After a s�lence Smour� asked:
"Has Serge� ever g�ven you any money?"
"No."



"Never?"
"Never."
"He does not tell l�es," sa�d Smour� to the steward, who answered at
once �n h�s low vo�ce:
"It comes to the same th�ng, please—"
"Come!" cr�ed the cook to me, and he came to my table, and rapped
my crown l�ghtly w�th h�s f�ngers.
"Fool! And I am a fool, too. I ought to have looked after you."
At N�jn� the steward d�sm�ssed me. I rece�ved nearly e�ght rubles, the
f�rst large money earned by me. When Smour� took farewell of me he
sa�d roughly:
"Well, here you are. Now keep your eyes open,—do you
understand? You mustn't go about w�th your mouth open."
He put a tobacco-pouch of colored beads �nto my hand.
"There you are! That �s good handwork. My godch�ld made �t for me.
Well, good-by. Read books; that �s the best th�ng you can do."
He took me under the arms, l�fted me up, k�ssed me, and placed me
f�rmly on the jetty. I was sorry for h�m and for myself. I could hardly
keep from cry�ng when I saw h�m return�ng to the steamer, push�ng
as�de the porters, look�ng so large, heavy, sol�tary. So many t�mes
s�nce then I have met people l�ke h�m, k�nd, lonely, cut off from the
l�ves of other people.

CHAPTER VII

Grandfather and grandmother had aga�n gone �nto the town. I went
to them, prepared to be angry and warl�ke; but my heart was heavy.
Why had they accounted me a th�ef?



Grandmother greeted me tenderly, and at once went to prepare the
samovar. Grandfather asked as mock�ngly as usual:
"Have you saved much money?"
"What there �s belongs to me," I answered, tak�ng a seat by the
w�ndow. I tr�umphantly produced a box of c�garettes from my pocket
and began to smoke �mportantly.
"So-o-o," sa�d grandfather, look�ng at me f�xedly—"so that s�t! You
smoke the dev�l's po�son? Isn't �t rather soon?"
"Why, I have even had a pouch g�ven to me," I boasted.
"A pouch?" squeaked grandfather. "What! Are you say�ng th�s to
annoy me?"
He rushed upon me, w�th h�s th�n, strong hands outstretched, h�s
green eyes flash�ng. I leaped up, and stuck my head �nto h�s
stomach. The old man sat on the floor, and for several oppress�ve
moments looked at me, amazedly bl�nk�ng, h�s dark mouth open.
Then he asked qu�etly:
"You knock me down, your grandfather? The father of your mother?"
"You have knocked me about enough �n the past," I muttered, not
understand�ng that I had acted abom�nably.
W�thered and l�ght, grandfather rose from the floor, sat bes�de me,
deftly snatched the c�garette from me, threw �t out of the w�ndow, and
sa�d �n a tone of fear:
"You mad fool! Don't you understand that God w�ll pun�sh you for th�s
for the rest of your l�fe? Mother,"—he turned to grandmother,—"d�d
you see that? He knocked me down—he! Knocked me down! Ask
h�m!"
She d�d not wa�t to ask. She s�mply came over to me, se�zed me by
the ha�r, and beat me, say�ng:
"And for that—take th�s—and th�s!"
I was not hurt, but I felt deeply �nsulted, espec�ally by grandfather's
laughter. He jumped on a cha�r, slapped h�s legs w�th h�s hands, and



croaked through h�s laughter:
"Th-a-t's r�ght! Tha-a-t's r�ght!"
I tore myself away, and ran out to the shed, where I lay �n a corner
crushed, desolate, l�sten�ng to the s�ng�ng of the samovar.
Then grandmother came to me, bent over me, and wh�spered hardly
aud�bly:
"You must forg�ve me, for I purposely d�d not hurt you. I could not do
otherw�se than I d�d, for grandfather �s an old man. He has to be
treated w�th care. He has fractured some of h�s small bones, and,
bes�des, sorrow has eaten �nto h�s heart. You must never do h�m any
harm. You are not a l�ttle boy now. You must remember that. You
must, Olesha! He �s l�ke a ch�ld, and noth�ng more."
Her words laved me l�ke warm water. That fr�endly wh�sper made me
feel ashamed of myself, and, l�ght-hearted, I embraced her warmly.
We k�ssed.
"Go to h�m. Go along. It �s all r�ght, only don't smoke before h�m yet.
G�ve h�m t�me to get used to the �dea."
I went back to the room, glanced at grandfather, and could hardly
keep from laugh�ng. He really was as pleased as a ch�ld. He was
rad�ant, tw�st�ng h�s feet, and runn�ng h�s paws through h�s red ha�r
as he sat by the table.
"Well, goat, have you come to butt me aga�n? Ach, you—br�gand!
Just l�ke your father! Freemason! You come back home, never cross
yourself; and start smok�ng at once. Ugh, you—Bonaparte! you
copeck's worth of goods!"
I sa�d noth�ng. He had exhausted h�s supply of words and was s�lent
from fat�gue. But at tea he began to lecture me.
"The fear of God �s necessary to men; �t �s l�ke a br�dle to a horse.
We have no fr�end except God. Man �s a cruel enemy to man." That
men were my enem�es, I felt was the truth, but the rest d�d not
�nterest me.



"Now you w�ll go back to Aunt Matrena, and �n the spr�ng you can go
on a steamboat aga�n. L�ve w�th them dur�ng the w�nter. And you
need not tell them that you are leav�ng �n the spr�ng."
"Now, why should he dece�ve people?" sa�d grandmother, who had
just dece�ved grandfather by pretend�ng to g�ve me a beat�ng.
"It �s �mposs�ble to l�ve w�thout dece�t," declared grandfather. "Just
tell me now. Who l�ves w�thout dece�v�ng others?"
In the even�ng, wh�le grandfather was read�ng h�s off�ce,
grandmother and I went out through the gate �nto the f�elds. The l�ttle
cottage w�th two w�ndows �n wh�ch grandfather l�ved was on the
outsk�rts of the town, at the back of Kanatn� Street, where
grandfather had once had h�s own house.
"So here we are aga�n!" sa�d grandmother, laugh�ng. "The old man
cannot f�nd a rest�ng-place for h�s soul, but must be ever on the
move. And he does not even l�ke �t here; but I do."
Before us stretched for about three versts f�elds of scanty herbage,
�ntersected by d�tches, bounded by woods and the l�ne of b�rches on
the Kazan h�ghroad. From the d�tches the tw�gs of bushes projected,
the rays of a cold sunset reddened them l�ke blood. A soft even�ng
breeze shook the gray blades of grass. From a nearer pathway, also
l�ke blades of grass, showed the dark form of town lads and g�rls. On
the r�ght, �n the d�stance, stood the red walls of the bur�al-ground of
the Old Bel�evers. They called �t "The Bugrovsk� Herm�tage." On the
left, beyond the causeway, rose a dark group of trees; there was the
Jew�sh cemetery. All the surround�ngs were poor, and seemed to l�e
close to the wounded earth. The l�ttle houses on the outsk�rts of the
town looked t�m�dly w�th the�r w�ndows on the dusty road. Along the
road wandered small, �ll-fed fowl. Toward the Dyev�ch�a Monastery
went a herd of low�ng cows, from the camp came the sound of
mart�al mus�c. The brass �nstruments brayed.
A drunken man came along, feroc�ously hold�ng out a harmon�ca. He
stumbled and muttered:
"I am com�ng to thee—w�thout fa�l."



"Fool!" sa�d grandmother, bl�nk�ng �n the red sunl�ght. "Where are you
go�ng? Soon you w�ll fall down and go to sleep, and you w�ll be
robbed �n your sleep. You w�ll lose your harmon�ca, your
consolat�on."
I told her all about the l�fe on the boat as I looked about me. After
what I had seen I found �t dull here; I felt l�ke a f�sh out of water.
Grandmother l�stened �n s�lence and w�th attent�on, just as I l�ked to
l�sten to her. When I told her about Smour� she crossed herself and
sa�d:
"He �s a good man, help h�m, Mother of God; he �s good! Take care,
you, that you do not forget h�m! You should always remember what �s
good, and what �s bad s�mply forget."
It was very d�ff�cult for me to tell her why they had d�sm�ssed me, but
I took courage and told her. It made no �mpress�on whatever on her.
She merely sa�d calmly:
"You are young yet; you don't know how to l�ve."
"That �s what they all say to one another, 'You don't know how to
l�ve'—peasants, sa�lors, Aunt Matrena to her son. But how does one
learn?"
She compressed her l�ps and shook her head.
"I don't know myself."
"And yet you say the same as the others!"
"And why should I not say �t?" repl�ed grandmother, calmly. "You
must not be offended. You are young; you are not expected to know.
And who does know, after all? Only rogues. Look at your
grandfather. Clever and well educated as he �s, yet he does not
know."
"And you—have you managed your l�fe well?"
"I? Yes. And badly also; all ways."
People sauntered past us, w�th the�r long shadows follow�ng them.
The dust rose l�ke smoke under the�r feet, bury�ng those shadows.



Then the even�ng sadness became more oppress�ve. The sound of
grandfather's grumbl�ng vo�ce flowed from the w�ndow:
"Lord, �n Thy wrath do not condemn me, nor �n Thy rage pun�sh me!"
Grandmother sa�d, sm�l�ng:
"He has made God t�red of h�m. Every even�ng he has h�s tale of
woe, and about what? He �s old now, and he does not need
anyth�ng; yet he �s always compla�n�ng and work�ng h�mself �nto a
frenzy about someth�ng. I expect God laughs when He hears h�s
vo�ce �n the even�ng. There's Vass�l� Kash�r�n grumbl�ng aga�n!' Come
and go to bed now." . . . . . . . .
I made up my m�nd to take up the occupat�on of catch�ng s�ng�ng-
b�rds. I thought �t would be a good way of earn�ng a l�v�ng. I would
catch them, and grandmother would sell them. I bought a net, a
hoop, and a trap, and made a cage. At dawn I took my place �n a
hollow among the bushes, wh�le grandmother went �n the woods w�th
a basket and a bag to f�nd the last mushrooms, bulbs, and nuts.
The t�red September sun had only just r�sen. Its pale rays were now
ext�ngu�shed by clouds, now fell l�ke a s�lver ve�l upon me �n the
causeway. At the bottom of the hollow �t was st�ll dusk, and a wh�te
m�st rose from �t. Its clayey s�des were dark and bare, and the other
s�de, wh�ch was more slop�ng, was covered w�th grass, th�ck bushes,
and yellow, brown, and scarlet leaves. A fresh w�nd ra�sed them and
swept them along the d�tch.
On the ground, among the turn�p-tops, the goldf�nch uttered �ts cry. I
saw, among the ragged, gray grass, b�rds w�th red caps on the�r
l�vely heads. About me fluttered cur�ous t�tmouses. They made a
great no�se and fuss, com�cally blow�ng out the�r wh�te cheeks, just
l�ke the young men of Kunav�n Street on a Sunday. Sw�ft, clever,
sp�teful, they wanted to know all and to touch everyth�ng, and they
fell �nto the trap one after the other. It was p�t�ful to see how they beat
the�r w�ngs, but my bus�ness was str�ctly commerce. I changed the
b�rds over �nto the spare cage and h�d them �n a bag. In the dark they
kept qu�et.



A flock of s�sk�ns settled on a hawthorn-bush. The bush was
suffused by sunl�ght. The s�sk�ns were glad of the sun and ch�rped
more merr�ly than ever. The�r ant�cs were l�ke those of schoolboys.
The th�rsty, tame, speckled magp�e, late �n sett�ng out on h�s journey
to a warmer country, sat on the bend�ng bough of a sweetbr�ar,
clean�ng h�s w�ng feathers and �nsolently look�ng at h�s prey w�th h�s
black eyes. The lark soared on h�gh, caught a bee, and, carefully
depos�t�ng �t on a thorn, once more settled on the ground, w�th h�s
th�ev�sh head alert. No�selessly flew the talk�ng-b�rd,—the hawf�nch,
—the object of my long�ng dreams, �f only I could catch h�m. A
bullf�nch, dr�ven from the flock, was perched on an alder-tree. Red,
�mportant, l�ke a general, he ch�rped angr�ly, shak�ng h�s black beak.
The h�gher the sun mounted, the more b�rds there were, and the
more gayly they sang. The hollow was full of the mus�c of autumn.
The ceaseless rustle of the bushes �n the w�nd, and the pass�onate
songs of the b�rds, could not drown that soft, sweetly melancholy
no�se. I heard �n �t the farewell song of summer. It wh�spered to me
words meant for my ears alone, and of the�r own accord they formed
themselves �nto a song. At the same t�me my memory unconsc�ously
recalled to my m�nd p�ctures of the past. From somewhere above
grandmother cr�ed:
"Where are you?"
She sat on the edge of the pathway. She had spread out a
handkerch�ef on wh�ch she had la�d bread, cucumber, turn�ps, and
apples. In the m�dst of th�s d�splay a small, very beaut�ful cut-glass
decanter stood. It had a crystal stopper, the head of Napoleon, and
�n the goblet was a measure of vodka, d�st�lled from herbs.
"How good �t �s, O Lord!" sa�d grandmother, gratefully.
"I have composed a song."
"Yes? Well?"
I repeated to her someth�ng wh�ch I thought was l�ke poetry.

"That w�nter draws near the s�gns are many;
Farewell to thee, my summer sun!"



But she �nterrupted w�thout hear�ng me out.
"I know a song l�ke that, only �t �s a better one."
And she repeated �n a s�ngsong vo�ce:

"O�, the summer sun has gone
To dark n�ghts beh�nd the d�stant woods!
Ekh! I am left beh�nd, a ma�den,
Alone, w�thout the joys of spr�ng.
Every morn I wander round;
I trace the walks I took �n May.
The bare f�elds unhappy look;
There �t was I lost my youth.
O�, my fr�ends, my k�nd fr�ends,
Take my heart from my wh�te breast,
Bury my heart �n the snow!"

My conce�t as an author suffered not a l�ttle, but I was del�ghted w�th
th�s song, and very sorry for the g�rl.
Grandmother sa�d:
"That �s how gr�ef s�ngs. That was made up by a young g�rl, you
know. She went out walk�ng all the spr�ngt�me, and before the w�nter
her dear love had thrown her over, perhaps for another g�rl. She
wept because her heart was sore. You cannot speak well and truly
on what you have not exper�enced for yourself. You see what a good
song she made up."
When she sold a b�rd for the f�rst t�me, for forty copecks, she was
very surpr�sed.
"Just look at that! I thought �t was all nonsense, just a boy's
amusement; and �t has turned out l�ke th�s!"
"You sold �t too cheaply."
"Yes; well?"
On market-days she sold them for a ruble, and was more surpr�sed
than ever. What a lot one m�ght earn by just play�ng about!



"And a woman spends whole days wash�ng clothes or clean�ng
floors for a quarter of a ruble, and here you just catch them! But �t �s
n't a n�ce th�ng to do, you know, to keep b�rds �n a cage. G�ve �t up,
Olesha!"
But b�rd-catch�ng amused me greatly; I l�ked �t. It gave me my
�ndependence and �nconven�enced no one but the b�rds. I prov�ded
myself w�th good �mplements. Conversat�ons w�th old b�rd-catchers
taught me a lot. I went alone nearly three versts to catch b�rds: to the
forest of Kstocsk�, on the banks of the Volga, where �n the tall f�r-
trees l�ved and bred crossb�lls, and most valuable to collectors, the
Apollyon t�tmouse, a long-ta�led, wh�te b�rd of rare beauty.
Somet�mes I started �n the even�ng and stayed out all n�ght,
wander�ng about on the Kasansk� h�gh-road, and somet�mes �n the
autumn ra�ns and through deep mud. On my back I carr�ed an o�lsk�n
bag �n wh�ch were cages, w�th food to ent�ce the b�rds. In my hand
was a sol�d cane of walnut wood. It was cold and terr�fy�ng �n the
autumn darkness, very terr�fy�ng. There stood by the s�de of the road
old l�ghtn�ng-r�ven b�rches; wet branches brushed across my head.
On the left under the h�ll, over the black Volga, floated rare l�ghts on
the masts of the last boats and barges, look�ng as �f they were �n an
unfathomable abyss. The wheels splashed �n the water, the s�rens
shr�eked.
From the hard ground rose the huts of the road-s�de v�llages. Angry,
hungry dogs ran �n c�rcles round my legs. The watchman coll�ded
w�th me, and cr�ed �n terror:
"Who �s that? He whom the dev�ls carry does not come out t�ll n�ght,
they say."
I was very fr�ghtened lest my tackle should be taken from me, and I
used to take f�ve-copeck p�eces w�th me to g�ve to the watchmen.
The watchman of the v�llage of Thok�no� made fr�ends w�th me, and
was always groan�ng over me.
"What, out aga�n? O you fearless, restless n�ght-b�rd, eh?"
H�s name was N�phront. He was small and gray, l�ke a sa�nt. He drew
out from h�s breast a turn�p, an apple, a handful of peas, and placed



them �n my hand, say�ng:
"There you are, fr�end. There �s a l�ttle present for you. Eat and enjoy
�t." And conduct�ng me to the bounds of the v�llage, he sa�d, "Go, and
God be w�th you!"
I arr�ved at the forest before dawn, la�d my traps, and spread�ng out
my coat, lay on the edge of the forest and wa�ted for the day to
come. It was st�ll. Everyth�ng was wrapped �n the deep autumn
sleep. Through the gray m�st the broad meadows under the h�ll were
hardly v�s�ble. They were cut �n two by the Volga, across wh�ch they
met and separated aga�n, melt�ng away �n the fog. In the d�stance,
beh�nd the forest on the same s�de as the meadows, rose w�thout
hurry the br�ght sun. On the black mane of the forest l�ghts flashed
out, and my heart began to st�r strangely, po�gnantly. Sw�fter and
sw�fter the fog rose from the meadows, grow�ng s�lver �n the rays of
the sun, and, follow�ng �t, the bushes, trees, and hayr�cks rose from
the ground. The meadows were s�mply flooded w�th the sun's rays
and flowed on each s�de, red-gold. The sun just glanced at the st�ll
water by the bank, and �t seemed as �f the whole r�ver moved toward
the sun as �t rose h�gher and h�gher, joyfully blessed and warmed the
denuded, ch�lled earth, wh�ch gave forth the sweet smell of autumn.
The transparent a�r made the earth look enormous, boundlessly
w�de. Everyth�ng seemed to be float�ng �n the d�stance, and to be
lur�ng one to the farthest ends of the world. I saw the sunr�se ten
t�mes dur�ng those months, and each t�me a new world was born
before my eyes, w�th a new beauty.
I loved the sun so much that �ts very name del�ghted me. The sweet
sound of �t was l�ke a bell h�dden �n �t. I loved to close my eyes and
place my face r�ght �n the way of �ts hot rays to catch �t �n my hands
when �t came, l�ke a sword, through the ch�nks of the fence or
through the branches. Grandfather had read over and over aga�n
"Pr�nce M�kha�l Chem�govsk� and the Lady Theodora who would not
Worsh�p the Sun," and my �dea of these people was that they were
black, l�ke G�ps�es, harsh, mal�gnant, and always had bad eyes, l�ke
poor Mordovans. When the sun rose over the meadows I
�nvoluntar�ly sm�led w�th joy.



Over me murmured the forest of f�rs, shak�ng off the drops of dew
w�th �ts green paws. In the shadows and on the fern-leaves
gl�stened, l�ke s�lver brocade, the r�me of the morn�ng frost. The
redden�ng grass was crushed by the ra�n; �mmovable stalks bowed
the�r heads to the ground: but when the sun's rays fell on them a
sl�ght st�r was not�ceable among the herbs, as �f, may be, �t was the
last effort of the�r l�ves.
The b�rds awoke. L�ke gray balls of down, they fell from bough to
bough. Flam�ng crossb�lls pecked w�th the�r crooked beaks the knots
on the tallest f�rs. On the end of the f�r-branches sang a wh�te
Apollyon t�tmouse, wav�ng �ts long, rudder-l�ke ta�l, look�ng askance
susp�c�ously w�th �ts black, beady eyes at the net wh�ch I had spread.
And suddenly the whole forest, wh�ch a m�nute ago had been
solemnly pens�ve, was f�lled w�th the sound of a thousand b�rd-
vo�ces, w�th the bustle of l�v�ng be�ngs, the purest on the earth. In
the�r �mage, man, the father of earthly beauty, created for h�s own
consolat�on, elves, cherub�m, and seraph�m, and all the ranks of
angels.
I was rather sorry to catch the l�ttle songsters, and had scruples
about squeez�ng them �nto cages. I would rather have merely looked
at them; but the hunter's pass�on and the des�re to earn money
drove away my p�ty.
The b�rds mocked me w�th the�r artfulness. The blue t�tmouse, after a
careful exam�nat�on of the trap, understood her danger, and,
approach�ng s�dew�se w�thout runn�ng any r�sk, helped herself to
some seed between the st�cks of the trap. T�tmouses are very clever,
but they are very cur�ous, and that �s the�r undo�ng. The proud
bullf�nches are stup�d, and flocks of them fall �nto the nets, l�ke over-
fed c�t�zens �nto a church. When they f�nd themselves shut up, they
are very aston�shed, roll the�r eyes, and peck my f�ngers w�th the�r
stout beaks. The crossb�ll entered the trap calmly and ser�ously. Th�s
grasp�ng, �gnorant b�rd, unl�ke all the others, used to s�t for a long
t�me before the net, stretch�ng out h�s long beak, and lean�ng on h�s
th�ck ta�l. He can run up the trunk of trees l�ke the woodpecker,
always escort�ng the t�tmouse. About th�s smoke-gray s�ng�ng-b�rd



there �s someth�ng unpleasant. No one loves �t. And �t loves no one.
L�ke the magp�e, �t l�kes to steal and h�de br�ght th�ngs.
Before noon I had f�n�shed my catch, and went home through the
forest. If I had gone by the h�gh-road past the v�llages, the boys and
young men would have taken my cages away from me and broken
up my tackle. I had already exper�enced that once.
I arr�ved home �n the even�ng t�red and hungry, but I felt that I had
grown older, had learned someth�ng new, and had ga�ned strength
dur�ng that day. Th�s new strength gave me the power to l�sten
calmly and w�thout resentment to grandfather's jeers; see�ng wh�ch,
grandfather began to speak sens�bly and ser�ously.
"G�ve up th�s useless bus�ness! G�ve �t up! No one ever got on
through b�rds. Such a th�ng has never happened that I know of. Go
and f�nd another place, and let your �ntell�gence grow up there. Man
has not been g�ven l�fe for noth�ng; he �s God's gra�n, and he must
produce an ear of corn. Man �s l�ke a ruble; put out at good �nterest �t
produces three rubles. You th�nk l�fe �s easy to l�ve? No, �t �s not all
easy. The world of men �s l�ke a dark n�ght, but every man must
make h�s own l�ght. To every person �s g�ven enough for h�s ten
f�ngers to hold, but every one wants to grasp by handfuls. One
should be strong, but �f one �s weak, one must be artful. He who has
l�ttle strength �s weak, and he �s ne�ther �n heaven nor �n hell. L�ve as
�f you are w�th others, but remember that you are alone. Whatever
happens, never trust any one. If you bel�eve your own eyes, you w�ll
measure crookedly. Hold your tongue. Ne�ther town or house was
bu�lt by the tongue, but rubles are made by the ax. You are ne�ther a
fool nor a Kalmuck, to whom all r�ches are l�ke l�ce on sheep."
He could talk l�ke th�s all the even�ng, and I knew h�s words by heart.
The words pleased me, but I d�strusted the�r mean�ng. From what he
sa�d �t was pla�n that two forces h�ndered man from do�ng as he
w�shed, God and other people.
Seated at the w�ndow, grandmother wound the cotton for her lace.
The sp�ndle hummed under her sk�lful hands. She l�stened for a long
t�me to grandfather's speech �n s�lence, then she suddenly spoke.



"It all depends upon whether the Mother of God sm�les upon us."
"What's that?" cr�ed grandfather. "God! I have not forgotten about
God. I know all about God. You old fool, has God sown fools on the
earth, eh?"
*
In my op�n�on the happ�est people on earth were Cossacks and
sold�ers. The�r l�ves were s�mple and gay. On f�ne morn�ngs they
appeared �n the hollow near our house qu�te early. Scatter�ng over
the bare f�elds l�ke wh�te mushrooms, they began a compl�cated,
�nterest�ng game. Ag�le and strong �n the�r wh�te blouses, they ran
about the f�eld w�th guns �n the�r hands, d�sappeared �n the hollow,
and suddenly, at the sound of the bugle, aga�n spread themselves
over the f�eld w�th shouts of "Hurrah!" accompan�ed by the om�nous
sounds of the drum. They ran stra�ght at our house w�th f�xed
bayonets, and they looked as �f they would knock �t down and sweep
�t away, l�ke a hayr�ck, �n a m�nute. I cr�ed "Hurrah!" too, and ran w�th
them, qu�te carr�ed away. The w�cked rattle of the drum aroused �n
me a pass�onate des�re to destroy someth�ng, to break down the
fence, to h�t other boys. When they were rest�ng, the sold�ers used to
g�ve me a treat by teach�ng me how to s�gnal and by show�ng me
the�r heavy guns. Somet�mes one of them would st�ck h�s bayonet
�nto my stomach and cry, w�th a pretense of anger:
"St�ck the cockroach!"
The bayonet gleamed; �t looked as �f �t were al�ve, and seemed to
w�nd about l�ke a snake about to co�l �tself up. It was rather terr�fy�ng,
but more pleasant.
The Mordovan drummer taught me to str�ke the drum w�th my
f�ngers. At f�rst he used to take me by the wr�st, and, mov�ng them so
that he hurt me, would thrust the st�cks �nto my crushed f�ngers.
"H�t �t—one, two-one-tw-o-o! Rum te—tum! Beat �t—left—softly, r�ght
—loudly, rum te—!" he shouted threaten�ngly, open�ng w�de h�s b�rd-
l�ke eyes.
I used to run about the f�eld w�th the sold�ers, almost to the end of
the dr�ll, and after �t was f�n�shed, I used to escort them across the



town to the barracks, l�sten�ng to the�r loud songs, look�ng �nto the�r
k�nd faces, all as new as f�ve-ruble p�eces just co�ned. The close-
packed mass of happy men pass�ng up the streets �n one un�ted
body aroused a feel�ng of fr�endl�ness �n me, a des�re to throw myself
�n among them as �nto a r�ver, to enter �nto them as �nto a forest.
These men were fr�ghtened of noth�ng; they could conquer anyth�ng;
they were capable of anyth�ng; they could do anyth�ng they l�ked;
and they were all s�mple and good.
But one day dur�ng the t�me they were rest�ng a young non-
comm�ss�oned off�cer gave me a fat c�garette.
"Smoke th�s! I would not g�ve them to any one. In fact I hardly l�ke to
g�ve you one, my dear boy, they are so good."
I smoked �t. He moved away a few steps, and suddenly a red flame
bl�nded me, burn�ng my f�ngers, my nose, my eyebrows. A gray,
acr�d smoke made me splutter and cough. Bl�nded, terr�f�ed, I
stamped on the ground, and the sold�ers, who had formed a r�ng
around me, laughed loudly and heart�ly. I ran away home. Wh�stles
and laughter followed me; someth�ng cracked l�ke a shepherd's wh�p.
My burned f�ngers hurt me, my face smarted, tears flowed from my
eyes; but �t was not the pa�n wh�ch oppressed me, only a heavy, dull
amazement. Why should th�s amuse these good fellows?
When I reached home I cl�mbed up to the att�c and sat there a long
t�me brood�ng over th�s �nexpl�cable cruelty wh�ch stood so
repuls�vely �n my path. I had a pecul�arly clear and v�v�d memory of
the l�ttle sold�er from Sarapul�a stand�ng before me, as large as l�fe,
and say�ng:
"Well, do you understand?"
Soon I had to go through someth�ng st�ll more depress�ng and
d�sgust�ng.
I had begun to run about �n the barracks of the Cossacks, wh�ch
stood near the Pechersk� Square. The Cossacks seemed d�fferent
from the sold�ers, not because they rode so sk�lfully oh horseback
and were dressed more beaut�fully, but because they spoke �n a
d�fferent way, sang d�fferent songs, and danced beaut�fully. In the



even�ng, after they had seen to the�r horses, they used to gather �n a
r�ng near the stables, and a l�ttle red-ha�red Cossack, shak�ng h�s
tufts of ha�r, sang softly �n a h�gh-p�tched vo�ce, l�ke a trumpet. The
long-drawn-out, sad song flowed out upon the Don and the blue
Doun�a. H�s eyes were closed, l�ke the eyes of a l�nnet, wh�ch often
s�ngs t�ll �t falls dead from the branch to the ground. The collar of h�s
Cossack sh�rt was undone. H�s collar-bone was v�s�ble, look�ng l�ke a
copper band. In fact, he was altogether metall�c, coppery. Sway�ng
on h�s th�n legs, as �f the earth under h�m were rock�ng, spread�ng
out h�s hands, he seemed s�ghtless, but full of sound. He, as �t were,
ceased to be a man, and became a brass �nstrument. Somet�mes �t
seemed to me that he was fall�ng, that he would fall on h�s back to
the ground, and d�e l�ke the l�nnet, because he put �nto the song all
h�s soul and all h�s strength.
W�th the�r hands �n the�r pockets or beh�nd the�r broad backs, h�s
comrades stood round �n a r�ng, sternly look�ng at h�s brassy face.
Beat�ng t�me w�th the�r hands, softly sp�tt�ng �nto space, they jo�ned �n
earnestly, softly, as �f they were �n the cho�r �n church. All of them,
bearded and shaven, looked l�ke �cons, stern and set apart from
other people. The song was long, l�ke a long street, and as level, as
broad and as w�de. When I l�stened to h�m I forgot everyth�ng else,
whether �t was day or n�ght upon the earth, whether I was an old
man or a l�ttle boy. Everyth�ng else was forgotten. The vo�ce of the
s�nger d�ed away. The s�ghs of the horses were aud�ble as they
gr�eved for the�r nat�ve steppes, and gently, but surely, the autumn
n�ght crept up from the f�elds. My heart swelled and almost burst w�th
a mult�tude of extraord�nary feel�ngs, and a great, speechless love
for human creatures and the earth.
The l�ttle copper-colored Cossack seemed to me to be no man, but
someth�ng much more s�gn�f�cant—a legendary be�ng, better and on
a h�gher plane than ord�nary people. I could not talk to h�m. When he
asked me a quest�on I sm�led bl�ssfully and rema�ned shyly s�lent. I
was ready to follow h�m anywhere, s�lently and humbly, l�ke a dog. All
I wanted was to see h�m often, and to hear h�m s�ng.



CHAPTER VIII

When the snows came, grandfather once more took me to
grandmother's s�ster.
"It w�ll do you no harm," he sa�d to me.
I seemed to have had a wonderful lot of exper�ence dur�ng the
summer. I felt that I had grown older and cleverer, and the dullness
of my master's house seemed worse than ever. They fell �ll as often
as ever, upsett�ng the�r stomachs w�th offens�ve po�sons, and g�v�ng
one another deta�led accounts of the progress of the�r �llnesses. The
old woman prayed to God �n the same terr�ble and mal�gnant way.
The young m�stress had grown th�n, but she moved about just as
pompously and slowly as when she was expect�ng her ch�ld. When
she st�tched at the baby-clothes she always sang the same song
softly to herself:

"Sp�r�a, Sp�r�a, Sp�r�don,
Sp�r�a, my l�ttle brother,
I w�ll s�t �n the sledge myself
And Sp�r�a on the foot-board."

If any one went �nto the room she left off s�ng�ng at once and cr�ed
angr�ly:
"What do you want?"
I fully bel�eved that she knew no other song but that.
In the even�ngs they used to call me �nto the s�tt�ng-room, and the
order was g�ven:
"Now tell us how you l�ved on the boat."
I sat on a cha�r near the door and spoke. I l�ked to recall a d�fferent
l�fe from th�s wh�ch I was forced to lead aga�nst my w�ll. I was so
�nterested that I forgot my aud�ence, but not for long.
The women, who had never been on a boat, asked me:
"But �t was very alarm�ng, was n't �t?"
I d�d not understand. Why should �t be alarm�ng?



"Why, the boat m�ght go down any moment, and every one would be
drowned."
The master burst out laugh�ng, and I, although I knew that boats d�d
not s�nk just because there were deep places, could not conv�nce the
women. The old woman was certa�n that the boat d�d not float on the
water, but went along on wheels on the bottom of the r�ver, l�ke a cart
on dry land.
"If they are made of �ron, how can they float? An ax w�ll not float; no
fear!"
"But a scoop does not s�nk �n the water."
"There's a compar�son to make! A scoop �s a small th�ng, noth�ng to
speak of."
When I spoke of Smour� and h�s books they regarded me w�th
contempt. The old lady sa�d that only fools and heret�cs wrote books.
"What about the Psalms and K�ng Dav�d?"
"The Psalms are sacred wr�t�ngs, and K�ng Dav�d prayed God to
forg�ve h�m for wr�t�ng the Psalms."
"Where does �t say so?"
"In the palms of my hands; that's where! When I get hold of you by
the neck you w�ll learn where."
She knew everyth�ng; she spoke on all subjects w�th conv�ct�on and
always savagely.
"A Tatar d�ed on the Pechorka, and h�s soul came out of h�s mouth
as black as tar."
"Soul? Sp�r�t?" I sa�d, but she cr�ed contemptuously:
"Of a Tatar! Fool!"
The young m�stress was afra�d of books, too.
"It �s very �njur�ous to read books, and espec�ally when you are
young," she sa�d. "At home, at Grebeshka, there was a young g�rl of
good fam�ly who read and read, and the end of �t was that she fell �n



love w�th the deacon, and the deacon's w�fe so shamed her that �t
was terr�ble to see. In the street, before everybody."
Somet�mes I used words out of Smour�'s books, �n one of wh�ch, one
w�thout beg�nn�ng or end, was wr�tten, "Str�ctly speak�ng, no one
person really �nvented powder; as �s always the case, �t appeared at
the end of a long ser�es of m�nor observat�ons and d�scover�es." I do
not know why I remembered these words so well. What I l�ked best
of all was the jo�n�ng of two phrases, "str�ctly speak�ng, no one
person really �nvented powder." I was aware of force underly�ng
them; but they brought me sorrow, lud�crous sorrow. It happened
thus.
One day when my employers proposed that I should tell them about
someth�ng wh�ch had happened on the boat I answered:
"I have n't anyth�ng left to tell, str�ctly speak�ng." Th�s amazed them.
They cr�ed:
"What? What's that you sa�d?"
And all four began to laugh �n a fr�endly fash�on, repeat�ng:
"'Str�ctly speak�ng,'—ah, Lord!"
Even the master sa�d to me:
"You have thought that out badly, old fellow." And for a long t�me
after that they used to call me:
"H�, 'str�ctly speak�ng,' come here and w�pe up the floor after the
baby, str�ctly speak�ng."
Th�s stup�d banter d�d not offend, but �t greatly surpr�sed, me. I l�ved
�n a fog of stupefy�ng gr�ef, and I worked hard �n order to f�ght aga�nst
�t. I d�d not feel my �neff�c�enc�es when I was at work. In the house
were two young ch�ldren. The nurses never pleased the m�stresses,
and were cont�nually be�ng changed. I had to wa�t upon the ch�ldren,
to wash baby-clothes every day, and every week I had to go to the
Jandarmsk� Founta�n to r�nse the l�nen. Here I was der�ded by the
washerwomen:
"Why are you do�ng women's work?"



Somet�mes they worked me up to such a p�tch that I slapped them
w�th the wet, tw�sted l�nen. They pa�d me back generously for th�s,
but I found them merry and �nterest�ng.
The Jandarmsk� Founta�n ran along the bottom of a deep causeway
and fell �nto the Oka. The causeway cut the town off from the f�eld
wh�ch was called, from the name of an anc�ent god, Yar�lo. On that
f�eld, near Sem�ka, the �nhab�tants of the town had made a
promenade. Grandmother had told me that �n the days of her youth
people st�ll bel�eved �n Yar�lo and offered sacr�f�ces to h�m. They took
a wheel, covered �t w�th tarred tow, and let �t roll down the h�ll w�th
cr�es and songs, watch�ng to see �f the burn�ng wheel would roll as
far as the Oka. If �t d�d, the god Yar�lo had accepted the sacr�f�ce; the
summer would be sunny and happy.
The washerwomen were for the most part from Yar�lo, bold,
headstrong women who had the l�fe of the town at the�r f�nger-ends.
It was very �nterest�ng to hear the�r tales of the merchants,
ch�novn�ks, and off�cers for whom they worked. To r�nse the l�nen �n
w�nter �n the �cy water of the r�ver was work for a galley-slave. All the
women had the�r hands so frost-b�tten that the sk�n was broken.
Bend�ng over the stream, �nclosed �n a wooden trough, under an old
penthouse full of crev�ces, wh�ch was no protect�on aga�nst e�ther
w�nd or snow, the women r�nsed the l�nen. The�r faces were flushed,
p�nched by the frost. The frost burned the�r wet f�ngers; they could
not bend them. Tears tr�ckled from the�r eyes, but they chatted all the
t�me, tell�ng one another d�fferent stor�es, bear�ng themselves w�th a
pecul�ar bravery toward every one and everyth�ng.
The best of all the stor�es were told by Natal�a Kozlovsk�, a woman of
about th�rty, fresh-faced, strong, w�th laugh�ng eyes and a pecul�arly
fac�le and sharp tongue. All her compan�ons had a h�gh regard for
her; she was consulted on all sorts of affa�rs, and much adm�red for
her sk�ll �n work, for the neatness of her att�re, and because she had
been able to send her daughter to the h�gh school. When, bend�ng
under the we�ght of two baskets of wet l�nen, she came down the h�ll
on the sl�ppery footpath, they greeted her gladly, and asked
sol�c�tously:



"Well, and how �s the daughter?"
"Very well, thank you; she �s learn�ng well, thank God!"
"Look at that now! She w�ll be a lady."
"That's why I am hav�ng her taught. Where do the lad�es w�th the
pa�nted faces come from? They all come from us, from the black
earth. And where else should they come from? He who has the most
knowledge has the longest arms and can take more, and the one
who takes the most has the honor and glory. God sends us �nto the
world as stup�d ch�ldren and expects to take us back as w�se old
people, wh�ch means that we must learn!"
When she spoke every one was s�lent, l�sten�ng attent�vely to her
fluent, self-conf�dent speech. They pra�sed her to her face and
beh�nd her back, amazed at her cleverness, her �ntellect; but no one
tr�ed to �m�tate her. She had sewn brown leather from the leg of a
boot, over the sleeve of her bod�ce wh�ch saved her from the
necess�ty of bar�ng her arms to the elbow, and prevented her sleeves
from gett�ng wet. They all sa�d what a good �dea �t was, but not one
of them followed her example. When I d�d so they laughed at me.
"Ekh, you? Lett�ng a woman teach you!"
W�th reference to her daughter she sa�d:
"That �s an �mportant affa�r. There w�ll be one more young lady �n the
world. Is that a small th�ng? But of course she may not be able to
f�n�sh her stud�es; she may d�e. And �t �s not an easy l�fe for those
who are students, you see. There was that daughter of the
Bakh�lovs. She stud�ed and stud�ed, and even became a teacher
herself. Once you become a teacher, you know, you are settled for
l�fe."
"Of course, �f they marry, they can do w�thout educat�on; that �s, �f
they have someth�ng else to recommend them."
"A woman's w�t l�es not �n her head."
It was strange and embarrass�ng to hear them speak about
themselves w�th such lack of ret�cence. I knew how sa�lors, sold�ers,
and t�llers of the so�l spoke about women. I heard men always



boast�ng among themselves of the�r sk�ll �n dece�v�ng women, of
cunn�ng �n the�r relat�ons w�th them. I felt that the�r att�tude toward
"females" was host�le, but generally there was a r�ng of someth�ng �n
these boast�ngs wh�ch led me to suppose that these stor�es were
merely brag, �nvent�ons, and not the truth.
The washerwomen d�d not tell one another about the�r love
adventures, but �n whatever they sa�d about men I detected an
undercurrent of der�s�on, of mal�ce, and I thought �t m�ght be true that
woman was strength.
"Even when they don't go about among the�r fellows and make
fr�ends, they come to women, every one of them!" sa�d Natal�a one
day, and an old woman cr�ed to her �n a rheumy vo�ce:
"And to whom else should they go? Even from God monks and
herm�ts come to us."
These conversat�ons am�d the weep�ng splash of the water, the
slapp�ng of wet clothes on the ground, or aga�nst the d�rty ch�nks,
wh�ch not even the snow could h�de w�th �ts clean cover—these
shameless, mal�c�ous conversat�ons about secret th�ngs, about that
from wh�ch all races and peoples have sprung, roused �n me a t�m�d
d�sgust, forced my thoughts and feel�ngs to f�x themselves on "the
romances" wh�ch surrounded and �rr�tated me. For me the
understand�ng of the "romances" was closely �ntertw�ned w�th
representat�ons of obscure, �mmoral stor�es.
However, whether I was w�th the washerwomen, or �n the k�tchen
w�th the orderl�es or �n cellars where l�ved the f�eld laborers, I found �t
much more �nterest�ng than to be at home, where the st�lted
conversat�ons were always on the same l�nes, where the same
th�ngs happened over and over aga�n, arous�ng noth�ng but a feel�ng
of constra�nt and emb�ttered boredom. My employers dwelt w�th�n the
mag�c c�rcle of food, �llness, sleep, and the anx�et�es attendant on
prepar�ng for eat�ng and sleep�ng. They spoke of s�n and of death, of
wh�ch they were much afra�d. They rubbed aga�nst one another as
gra�ns of corn are rubbed aga�nst the gr�ndstone, wh�ch they expect
every moment to crush them. In my free t�me I used to go �nto the



shed to chop wood, des�r�ng to be alone. But that rarely happened.
The orderl�es used to come and talk about the news of the yard.
Ermokh�n and S�dorov came more often than the others. The former
was a long, bow-backed Kalougan, w�th th�ck, strong ve�ns all over
h�m, a small head, and dull eyes. He was lazy and �rr�tat�ngly stup�d;
he moved slowly and clums�ly, and when he saw a woman he
bl�nked and bent forward, just as �f he were go�ng to throw h�mself at
her feet. All the yard was amazed by h�s sw�ft conquest of the cooks
and the ma�ds, and env�ed h�m. They were all afra�d of h�s bear-l�ke
strength. S�dorov, a lean, bony nat�ve of Tula, was always sad, spoke
softly, and loved to gaze �nto dark corners. He would relate some
�nc�dent �n a low vo�ce, or s�t �n s�lence, look�ng �nto the darkest
corner.
"What are you look�ng at?"
"I thought I saw a mouse runn�ng about. I love m�ce; they run to and
fro so qu�etly."
I used to wr�te letters home for these orderl�es—love-letters. I l�ked
th�s, but �t was pleasanter to wr�te letters for S�dorov than for any of
the others. Every Saturday regularly he sent a letter to h�s s�ster at
Tula.
He �nv�ted me �nto h�s k�tchen, sat down bes�de me at the table, and,
rubb�ng h�s close-cropped ha�r hard, wh�spered �n my ear:
"Well, go on. Beg�n �t as �t ought to be begun. 'My dearest s�ster, may
you be �n good health for many years'—you know how �t ought to go.
And now wr�te, 'I rece�ved the ruble; only you need not have sent �t.
But I thank you. I want for noth�ng; we l�ve well here.' As a matter of
fact, we do not l�ve at all well, but l�ke dogs; but there �s no need to
wr�te that. Wr�te that we l�ve well. She �s l�ttle, only fourteen years
old. Why should she know? Now wr�te by yourself, as you have been
taught."
He pressed upon me from the left s�de, breath�ng �nto my ear hotly
and odorously, and wh�spered persever�ngly:
"Wr�te '�f any one speaks tenderly to you, you are not to bel�eve h�m.
He wants to dece�ve you, and ru�n you.'"



H�s face was flushed by h�s effort to keep back a cough. Tears stood
�n h�s eyes. He leaned on the table and pushed aga�nst me.
"You are h�nder�ng me!"
"It �s all r�ght; go on! 'Above all, never bel�eve gentlemen. They w�ll
lead a g�rl wrong the f�rst t�me they see her. They know exactly what
to say. And �f you have saved any money, g�ve �t to the pr�est to keep
for you, �f he �s a good man. But the best th�ng, �s to bury �t �n the
ground, and remember the spot.'"
It was m�serable work try�ng to l�sten to th�s wh�sper, wh�ch was
drowned by the squeak�ng of the t�n vent�lator �n the fortochka. I
looked at the blackened front of the stove, at the ch�na cupboard
covered w�th fl�es. The k�tchen was certa�nly very d�rty, overrun w�th
bugs, redolent w�th an acr�d smell of burnt fat, kerosene, and smoke.
On the stove, among the st�cks of wood, cockroaches crawled �n and
out. A sense of melancholy stole over my heart. I could have cr�ed
w�th p�ty for the sold�er and h�s s�ster. Was �t poss�ble, was �t r�ght
that people should l�ve l�ke th�s?
I wrote someth�ng, no longer l�sten�ng to S�dorov's wh�sper. I wrote of
the m�sery and repuls�veness of l�fe, and he sa�d to me, s�gh�ng:
"You have wr�tten a lot; thank you. Now she w�ll know what she has
to be afra�d of."
"There �s noth�ng for her to be afra�d of," I sa�d angr�ly, although I
was afra�d of many th�ngs myself.
The sold�er laughed, and cleared h�s throat.
"What an odd�ty you are! How �s there noth�ng to be afra�d of? What
about gentlemen, and God? Is n't that someth�ng?"
When he rece�ved a letter from h�s s�ster he sa�d restlessly:
"Read �t, please. Be qu�ck!"
And he made me read the badly scrawled, �nsult�ngly short, and
nonsens�cal letter three t�mes.



He was good and k�nd, but he behaved toward women l�ke all the
others; that �s, w�th the pr�m�t�ve coarseness of an an�mal. W�ll�ngly
and unw�ll�ngly, as I observed these affa�rs, wh�ch often went on
under my eyes, beg�nn�ng and end�ng w�th str�k�ng and �mpure
sw�ftness, I saw S�dorov arouse �n the breast of a woman a k�nd
feel�ng of p�ty for h�m �n h�s sold�er's l�fe, then �ntox�cate her w�th
tender l�es, and then tell Ermokh�n of h�s conquest, frown�ng and
sp�tt�ng h�s d�sgust, just as �f he had been tak�ng some b�tter
med�c�ne. Th�s made my heart ache, and I angr�ly asked the sold�ers
why they all dece�ved women, l�ed to them, and then, jeer�ng among
themselves at the woman they had treated so, gave her away and
often beat her.
One of them laughed softly, and sa�d:
"It �s not necessary for you to know anyth�ng about such th�ngs. It �s
all very bad; �t �s s�n. You are young; �t �s too early for you."
But one day I obta�ned a more def�n�te answer, wh�ch I have always
remembered.
"Do you th�nk that she does not know that I am dece�v�ng her?" he
sa�d, bl�nk�ng and cough�ng. "She kno-o-ows. She wants to be
dece�ved. Everybody l�es �n such affa�rs; they are a d�sgrace to all
concerned. There �s no love on e�ther s�de; �t �s s�mply an
amusement. It �s a dreadful d�sgrace. Wa�t, and you w�ll know for
yourself. It was for that God drove them out of parad�se, and from
that all unhapp�ness has come."
He spoke so well, so sadly, and so pen�tently that he reconc�led me a
l�ttle to these "romances." I began to have a more fr�endly feel�ng
toward h�m than towards Ermokh�n, whom I hated, and se�zed every
occas�on of mock�ng and teas�ng. I succeeded �n th�s, and he often
pursued me across the yard w�th some ev�l des�gn, wh�ch only h�s
clums�ness prevented h�m from execut�ng.
"It �s forb�dden," went on S�dorov, speak�ng of women.
That �t was forb�dden I knew, but that �t was the cause of human
unhapp�ness I d�d not bel�eve. I saw that people were unhappy, but I
d�d not bel�eve what he sa�d, because I somet�mes saw an



extraord�nary express�on �n the eyes of people �n love, and was
aware of a pecul�ar tenderness �n those who loved. To w�tness th�s
fest�val of the heart was always pleasant to me.
However, I remember that l�fe seemed to me to grow more and more
ted�ous, cruel, f�xed for ever �n those forms of �t wh�ch I saw from day
to day. I d�d not dream of anyth�ng better than that wh�ch passed
�nterm�nably before my eyes.
But one day the sold�ers told me a story wh�ch st�rred me deeply. In
one of the flats l�ved a cutter-out, employed by the best ta�lor �n the
town, a qu�et, meek fore�gner. He had a l�ttle, ch�ldless w�fe who read
books all day long. Over the no�sy yard, am�d houses full of drunken
people, these two l�ved, �nv�s�ble and s�lent. They had no v�s�tors,
and never went anywhere themselves except to the theater �n
hol�day-t�me.
The husband was engaged from early morn�ng unt�l late at n�ght. The
w�fe, who looked l�ke an unders�zed g�rl, went to the l�brary tw�ce a
week. I often saw her walk�ng w�th a l�mp, as �f she were sl�ghtly
lame, as far as the d�ke, carry�ng books �n a strap, l�ke a school-g�rl.
She looked unaffected, pleasant, new, clean, w�th gloves on her
small hands. She had a face l�ke a b�rd, w�th l�ttle qu�ck eyes, and
everyth�ng about her was pretty, l�ke a porcela�n f�gure on a mantel-
shelf. The sold�ers sa�d that she had some r�bs m�ss�ng �n her left
s�de, and that was what made her sway so cur�ously as she walked;
but I thought th�s very n�ce, and at once set her above all the other
lad�es �n the yard—the off�cers' w�ves. The latter, desp�te the�r loud
vo�ces, the�r var�egated att�re, and haut tournure, had a so�led look
about them, as �f they had been ly�ng forgotten for a long t�me, �n a
dark closet among other unneeded th�ngs.
The l�ttle w�fe of the cutter-out was regarded �n the yard as half
w�tted. It was sa�d that she had lost her senses over books, and had
got �nto such a cond�t�on that she could not manage the
housekeep�ng; that her husband had to go to the market h�mself �n
search of prov�s�ons, and order the d�nner and supper of the cook, a
great, huge fore�gn female. She had only one red eye, wh�ch was
always mo�st, and a narrow p�nk crev�ce �n place of the other. She



was l�ke her m�stress, they sa�d of her. She d�d not know how to cook
a d�sh of fr�ed veal and on�ons properly, and one day she
�gnom�n�ously bought rad�shes, th�nk�ng she was buy�ng parsley. Just
th�nk what a dreadful th�ng that was!
All three were al�ens �n the bu�ld�ng, as �f they had fallen by acc�dent
�nto one of the compartments of a large hen-house. They rem�nded
me of a t�tmouse wh�ch, tak�ng refuge from the frost, fl�es through the
fortochka �nto a st�fl�ng and d�rty hab�tat�on of man.
And then the orderl�es told me how the off�cers had played an
�nsult�ng and w�cked tr�ck on the ta�lor's l�ttle w�fe. They took turns to
wr�te her a letter every day, declar�ng the�r love for her, speak�ng of
the�r suffer�ngs and of her beauty. She answered them, begg�ng
them to leave her �n peace, regrett�ng that she had been the cause
of unhapp�ness to any one, and pray�ng God that He would help
them to g�ve up lov�ng her. When any one of them rece�ved a letter
l�ke that, they used to read �t all together, and then make up another
letter to her, s�gned by a d�fferent person.
When they told me th�s story, the orderl�es laughed too, and abused
the lady.
"She �s a wretched fool, the crookback," sa�d Ermokh�n �n a bass
vo�ce, and S�dorov softly agreed w�th h�m.
"Whatever a woman �s, she l�kes be�ng dece�ved. She knows all
about �t."
I d�d not bel�eve that the w�fe of the cutter-out knew that they were
laugh�ng at her, and I resolved at once to tell her about �t. I watched
for the cook to go down �nto the cellar, and I ran up the dark
sta�rcase to the flat of the l�ttle woman, and sl�pped �nto the k�tchen. It
was empty. I went on to the s�tt�ng-room. The ta�lor's w�fe was s�tt�ng
at the table. In one hand she held a heavy gold cup, and �n the other
an open book. She was startled. Press�ng the book to her bosom,
she cr�ed �n a low vo�ce:
"Who �s that? Auguste! Who are you?"
I began to speak qu�ckly and confusedly, expect�ng every m�nute that
she would throw the book at me. She was s�tt�ng �n a large,



raspberry-colored armcha�r, dressed �n a pale-blue wrap w�th a fr�nge
at the hem and lace on the collar and sleeves over her shoulders
was spread her flaxen, wavy ha�r. She looked l�ke an angel from the
gates of heaven. Lean�ng aga�nst the back of her cha�r, she looked at
me w�th round eyes, at f�rst angr�ly, then �n sm�l�ng surpr�se.
When I had sa�d what I wanted to say, and, los�ng my courage,
turned to the door, she cr�ed after me:
"Wa�t!"
Plac�ng the cup on the tray, throw�ng the book on the table, and
fold�ng her hands, she sa�d �n a husky, grown-up vo�ce:
"What a funny boy you are! Come closer!"
I approached very caut�ously. She took me by the hand, and,
strok�ng �t w�th her cold, small f�ngers, sa�d:
"Are you sure that no one sent you to tell me th�s? No? All r�ght; I
see that you thought of �t yourself."
Lett�ng my hand go, she closed her eyes, and sa�d softly and
draw�ngly:
"So that �s how the sold�ers speak of me?"
"Leave th�s place," I adv�sed her earnestly.
"Why?"
"They w�ll get the better of you."
She laughed pleasantly. Then she asked:
"Do you study? Are you fond of books?"
"I have no t�me for read�ng."
"If you were fond of �t, you would f�nd the t�me. Well, thank you."
She held out a p�ece of s�lver money to me, grasped between her
f�rst f�nger and her thumb. I felt ashamed to take that cold th�ng from
her, but I d�d not dare to refuse. As I went out, I la�d �t on the pedestal
of the sta�r-ban�sters.



I took away w�th me a deep, new �mpress�on from that woman. It was
as �f a new day had dawned for me. I l�ved for several days �n a state
of joy, th�nk�ng of the spac�ous room and the ta�lor's w�fe s�tt�ng �n �t,
dressed �n pale blue and look�ng l�ke an angel. Everyth�ng around
her was unfam�l�arly beaut�ful. A dull-gold carpet lay under her feet;
the w�nter day looked through the s�lver panes of the w�ndow,
warm�ng �tself �n her presence. I wanted very much to look at her
aga�n. How would �t be �f I went to her and asked her for a book?
I acted upon th�s �dea. Once more I saw her �n the same place, also
w�th a book �n her hand; but she had a red handkerch�ef t�ed round
her face, and her eyes were swollen. As she gave me a book w�th a
black b�nd�ng, she �nd�st�nctly called out someth�ng. I went away
feel�ng sad, carry�ng the book, wh�ch smelt of creosote and an�seed
drops. I h�d �t �n the att�c, wrapp�ng �t up �n a clean sh�rt and some
paper; for I was afra�d that my employers m�ght f�nd �t and spo�l �t.
They used to take the "Neva" for the sake of the patterns and pr�zes,
but they never read �t. When they had looked at the p�ctures, they
put �t away �n a cupboard �n the bedroom, and at the end of the year
they had been bound, plac�ng them under the bed, where already lay
three volumes of "The Rev�ew of Pa�nt�ng." When I washed the floor
�n the bedroom d�rty water flowed under these books. The master
subscr�bed to the "Russ�an Cour�er," but when he read �t �n the
even�ng he grumbled at �t.
"What the dev�l do they want to wr�te all t�ns for? Such dull stuff!"
On Saturday, when I was putt�ng away the l�nen �n the att�c, I
remembered about the book. I und�d �t from �ts wrapp�ngs, and read
the f�rst l�nes: "Houses are l�ke people; they all have phys�ognom�es
of the�r own." The truth of th�s surpr�sed me, and I went on read�ng
farther, stand�ng at the dormer-w�ndow unt�l I was too cold to stay
longer. But �n the even�ng, when they had gone to vespers, I carr�ed
the book �nto the k�tchen and bur�ed myself �n the yellow, worn
pages, wh�ch were l�ke autumn leaves. W�thout effort, they carr�ed
me �nto another l�fe, w�th new names and new standards, showed
me noble heroes, gloomy v�lla�ns, qu�te unl�ke the people w�th whom
I had to do. Th�s was a novel by Xav�er de Montepa�ne. It was long,



l�ke all h�s novels, s�mply packed w�th people and �nc�dents,
descr�b�ng an unfam�l�ar, vehement l�fe. Everyth�ng �n th�s novel was
wonderfully clear and s�mple, as �f a mellow l�ght h�dden between the
l�nes �llum�nated the good and ev�l. It helped one to love and hate,
compell�ng one to follow w�th �ntense �nterest the fates of the people,
who seemed so �nextr�cably entangled. I was se�zed w�th sudden
des�res to help th�s person, to h�nder that, forgett�ng that th�s l�fe,
wh�ch had so unexpectedly opened before me, had �ts ex�stence only
on paper. I forgot everyth�ng else �n the exc�t�ng struggles. I was
swallowed up by a feel�ng of joy on one page, and by a feel�ng of
gr�ef on the next.
I read unt�l I heard the bell r�ng �n the front hall. I knew at once who �t
was that was r�ng�ng, and why.
The candle had almost burned out. The candlest�ck, wh�ch I had
cleaned only that morn�ng, was covered w�th grease; the w�ck of the
lamp, wh�ch I ought to have looked after, had sl�pped out of �ts place,
and the flame had gone out. I rushed about the k�tchen try�ng to h�de
the traces of my cr�me. I sl�pped the book under the stove-hole, and
began to put the lamp to r�ghts. The nurse came runn�ng out of the
s�tt�ng-room.
"Are you deaf? They have rung!"
I rushed to open the door.
"Were you asleep?" asked the master roughly. H�s w�fe, mount�ng
the sta�rs heav�ly, compla�ned that she had caught cold. The old lady
scolded me. In the k�tchen she not�ced the burned-out candle at
once, and began to ask me what I had been do�ng. I sa�d noth�ng. I
had only just come down from the he�ghts, and I was all to p�eces
w�th fr�ght lest they should f�nd the book. She cr�ed out that I would
set the house on f�re. When the master and h�s w�fe came down to
supper she compla�ned to them.
"There, you see, he has let the candle gutter, he w�ll set the house
on f�re."
Wh�le they were at supper the whole four of them lashed me w�th
the�r tongues, rem�nd�ng me of all my cr�mes, w�lful and �nvoluntary,



threaten�ng me w�th perd�t�on; but I knew qu�te well that they were all
speak�ng not from �ll-feel�ng, or for my good, but s�mply because they
were bored. And �t was cur�ous to observe how empty and fool�sh
they were compared w�th the people �n books.
When they had f�n�shed eat�ng, they grew heavy, and went wear�ly to
bed. The old woman, after d�sturb�ng God w�th her angry compla�nts,
settled herself on the stove and was s�lent. Then I got up, took the
book from the stove-hole, and went to the w�ndow. It was a br�ght
n�ght, and the moon looked stra�ght �nto the w�ndow; but my s�ght
was not good enough to see the small pr�nt. My des�re to read was
torment�ng me. I took a brass saucepan from the shelf and reflected
the l�ght of the moon from �t on the book; but �t became st�ll more
d�ff�cult and blurred. Then I betook myself to the bench �n the corner
where the �con was, and, stand�ng upon �t, began to read by the l�ght
of the small lamp. But I was very t�red, and dozed, s�nk�ng down on
the bench. I was awakened by the cr�es and blows of the old woman.
She was h�tt�ng me pa�nfully over the shoulders w�th the book, wh�ch
she held �n her hand. She was red w�th rage, fur�ously toss�ng her
brown head, barefooted, and wear�ng only her n�ght-dress. V�ctor
roared from the loft:
"Mamasha, don't make such a no�se! You make l�fe unbearable."
"She has found the book. She w�ll tear �t up!" I thought.
My tr�al took place at breakfast-t�me. The master asked me, sternly:
"Where d�d you get that book?"
The women excla�med, �nterrupt�ng each other. V�ctor sn�ffed
contemptuously at the pages and sa�d:
"Good grac�ous! what does �t smell of?"
Learn�ng that the book belonged to the pr�est, they looked at �t aga�n,
surpr�sed and �nd�gnant that the pr�est should read novels. However,
th�s seemed to calm them down a l�ttle, though the master gave me
another long lecture to the effect that read�ng was both �njur�ous and
dangerous.



"It �s the people who read books who rob tra�ns and even comm�t
murders."
The m�stress cr�ed out, angry and terr�f�ed:
"Have you gone out of your m�nd? What do you want to say such
th�ngs to h�m for?"
I took Montepa�ne to the sold�er and told h�m what had happened.
S�dorov took the book, opened a small trunk, took out a clean towel,
and, wrapp�ng the novel �n �t, h�d �t �n the trunk.
"Don't you take any not�ce of them. Come and read here. I shan't tell
any one. And �f you come when I am not here, you w�ll f�nd the key
hang�ng beh�nd the �con. Open the trunk and read."
The att�tude my employers had taken w�th regard to the book ra�sed
�t to the he�ght of an �mportant and terr�ble secret �n my m�nd. That
some "readers" had robbed a tra�n or tr�ed to murder some one d�d
not �nterest me, but I remembered the quest�on the pr�est had asked
me �n confess�on, the read�ng of the gymnas�ast �n the basement, the
words of Smour�, the "proper books," and grandfather's stor�es of the
black books of freemasonry. He had sa�d:
"In the t�me of the Emperor Alexander Pavlov�ch of blessed memory
the nobles took up the study of 'black books' and freemasonry. They
planned to hand over the whole Russ�an people to the Pope of
Rome, �f you please! But General Arakcheev caught them �n the act,
and, w�thout regard to the�r pos�t�on, sent them all to S�ber�a, �nto
pr�son. And there they were; exterm�nated l�ke verm�n."
I remembered the "umbra" of Smour�'s book and "Gervase" and the
solemn, com�cal words:

Profane ones who are cur�ous to know our bus�ness,
Never shall your weak eyes spy �t out!

I felt that I was on the threshold of the d�scovery of some great
secret, and went about l�ke a lunat�c. I wanted to f�n�sh read�ng the
book, and was afra�d that the sold�er m�ght lose �t or spo�l �t
somehow. What should I say to the ta�lor's w�fe then?



The old woman watched me sharply to see that I d�d not run to the
orderly's room, and taunted me:
"Bookworm! Books! They teach d�ssoluteness. Look at that woman,
the book�sh one. She can't even go to market herself. All she can do
�s to carry on w�th the off�cers. She rece�ves them �n the dayt�me. I
kno-o-w."
I wanted to cry, "That's not true. She does not carry on," but I was
afra�d to defend the ta�lor's w�fe, for then the old woman m�ght guess
that the book was hers.
I had a desperately bad t�me of �t for several days. I was d�stracted
and worr�ed, and could not sleep for fear that Montepa�ne had come
to gr�ef. Then one day the cook belong�ng to the ta�lor's household
stopped me �n the yard and sa�d:
"You are to br�ng back that book."
I chose the t�me after d�nner, when my employers lay down to rest,
and appeared before the ta�lor's w�fe embarrassed and crushed. She
looked now as she had the f�rst t�me, only she was dressed
d�fferently. She wore a gray sk�rt and a black velvet blouse, w�th a
turquo�se cross upon her bare neck. She looked l�ke a hen bullf�nch.
When I told her that I had not had t�me to read the book, and that I
had been forb�dden to read, tears f�lled my eyes. They were caused
by mort�f�cat�on, and by joy at see�ng th�s woman.
"Foo! what stup�d people!" she sa�d, draw�ng her f�ne brows together.
"And your master has such an �nterest�ng face, too! Don't you fret
about �t. I w�ll wr�te to h�m."
"You must not! Don't wr�te!" I begged her. "They w�ll laugh at you and
abuse you. Don't you know that no one �n the yard l�kes you, that
they all laugh at you, and say that you are a fool, and that some of
your r�bs are m�ss�ng?"
As soon as I had blurted th�s out I knew that I had sa�d someth�ng
unnecessary and �nsult�ng to her. She b�t her lower l�p, and clapped
her hands on her h�ps as �f she were r�d�ng on horseback. I hung my
head �n confus�on and w�shed that I could s�nk �nto the earth; but she
sank �nto a cha�r and laughed merr�ly, say�ng over and over aga�n:



"Oh, how stup�d! how stup�d! Well, what �s to be done?" she asked,
look�ng f�xedly at me. Then she s�ghed and sa�d, "You are a strange
boy, very strange."
Glanc�ng �nto the m�rror bes�de her, I saw a face w�th h�gh cheek-
bones and a short nose, a large bru�se on the forehead, and ha�r,
wh�ch had not been cut for a long t�me, st�ck�ng out �n all d�rect�ons.
That �s what she called "a strange boy." The strange boy was not �n
the least l�ke a f�ne porcela�n f�gure.
"You never took the money that I gave you. Why?"
"I d�d not want �t."
She s�ghed.
"Well, what �s to be done? If they w�ll allow you to read, come to me
and I w�ll g�ve you some books."
On the mantel-shelf lay three books. The one wh�ch I had brought
back was the th�ckest. I looked at �t sadly. The ta�lor's w�fe held out
her small, p�nk hand to me.
"Well, good-by!"
I touched her hand t�m�dly, and went away qu�ckly.
It was certa�nly true what they sa�d about her not know�ng anyth�ng.
Fancy call�ng two grav�t�es money! It was just l�ke a ch�ld.
But �t pleased me.

CHAPTER IX

I have sad and lud�crous reasons for remember�ng the burdensome
hum�l�at�ons, �nsults, and alarms wh�ch my sw�ftly developed pass�on
for read�ng brought me.
The books of the ta�lor's w�fe looked as �f they were terr�bly
expens�ve, and as I was afra�d that the old m�stress m�ght burn them



�n the stove, I tr�ed not to th�nk of them, and began to buy small
colored books from the shop where I bought bread �n the morn�ngs.
The shopkeeper was an �ll-favored fellow w�th th�ck l�ps. He was
g�ven to sweat�ng, had a wh�te, w�zen face covered w�th scrofulous
scars and p�mples, and h�s eyes were wh�te. He had short, clumsy
f�ngers on puffy hands. H�s shop took the place of an even�ng club
for grown-up people; also for the thoughtless young g�rls l�v�ng �n the
street. My master's brother used to go there every even�ng to dr�nk
beer and play cards. I was often sent to call h�m to supper, and more
than once I saw, �n the small, stuffy room beh�nd the shop, the
capr�c�ous, rosy w�fe of the shopkeeper s�tt�ng on the knee of
V�ctorushka or some other young fellow. Apparently th�s d�d not
offend the shopkeeper; nor was he offended when h�s s�ster, who
helped h�m �n the shop, warmly embraced the drunken men, or
sold�ers, or, �n fact any one who took her fancy. The bus�ness done
at the shop was small. He expla�ned th�s by the fact that �t was a new
bus�ness, although the shop had been open s�nce the autumn. He
showed obscene p�ctures to h�s guests and customers, allow�ng
those who w�shed to copy the d�sgraceful verses beneath them.
I read the fool�sh l�ttle books of M�scha Evst�gnev, pay�ng so many
copecks for the loan of them. Th�s was dear, and the books afforded
me no pleasure at all. "Guyak, or, the Unconquerable Truth," "Franzl,
the Ven�t�an," "The Battle of the Russ�ans w�th the Kabard�nes," or
"The Beaut�ful Mahomedan G�rl, Who D�ed on the Grave of her
Husband,"—all that k�nd of l�terature d�d not �nterest me e�ther, and
often aroused a b�tter �rr�tat�on. The books seemed to be laugh�ng at
me, as at a fool, when they told �n dull words such �mprobable
stor�es.
"The Marksmen," "Your� M�loslavsk�," "Monks' Secrets," "Yapacha,
the Tatar Freebooter," and such books I l�ke better. I was the r�cher
for read�ng them; but what I l�ked better than all was the l�ves of the
sa�nts. Here was someth�ng ser�ous �n wh�ch I could bel�eve, and
wh�ch at t�mes deeply st�rred me. All the martyrs somehow rem�nded
me of "Good Bus�ness," and the female martyrs of grandmother, and
the holy men of grandfather �n h�s best moments.



I used to read �n the shed when I went there to chop wood, or �n the
att�c, wh�ch was equally uncomfortable and cold. Somet�mes, �f a
book �nterested me or I had to read �t qu�ckly, I used to get up �n the
n�ght and l�ght the candle; but the old m�stress, not�c�ng that my
candle had grown smaller dur�ng the n�ght, began to measure the
candles w�th a p�ece of wood, wh�ch she h�d away somewhere. In the
morn�ng, �f my candle was not as long as the measure, or �f I, hav�ng
found the measure, had not broken �t to the length of the burned
candle, a w�ld cry arose from the k�tchen. Somet�mes V�ctorushka
called out loudly from the loft:
"Leave off that howl�ng, Mamasha! You make l�fe unbearable. Of
course he burns the candles, because he reads books. He gets them
from the shop. I know. Just look among h�s th�ngs �n the att�c."
The old woman ran up to the att�c, found a book, and burned �t to
ashes.
Th�s made me very angry, as you may �mag�ne, but my love of
read�ng �ncreased. I understood that �f a sa�nt had entered that
household, my employers would have set to work to teach h�m, tr�ed
to set h�m to the�r own tune. They would have done th�s for
someth�ng to do. If they had left off judg�ng people, scold�ng them,
jeer�ng at them, they would have forgotten how to talk, would have
been str�cken w�th dumbness, and would not have been themselves
at all. When a man �s aware of h�mself, �t must be through h�s
relat�ons w�th other people. My employers could not behave
themselves toward those about them otherw�se than as teachers,
always ready to condemn; and �f they had taught somebody to l�ve
exactly as they l�ved themselves, to th�nk and feel �n the same way,
even then they would have condemned h�m for that very reason.
They were that sort of people.
I cont�nued to read on the sly. The old woman destroyed books
several t�mes, and I suddenly found myself �n debt to the shopkeeper
for the enormous amount of forty-seven copecks. He demanded the
money, and threatened to take �t from my employers' money when
they sent me to make purchases.
"What would happen then?" he asked jeer�ngly.



To me he was unbearably repuls�ve. Apparently he felt th�s, and
tortured me w�th var�ous threats from wh�ch he der�ved a pecul�ar
enjoyment. When I went �nto the shop h�s p�mply face broadened,
and he would ask gently:
"Have you brought your debt?"
"No."
Th�s startled h�m. He frowned.
"How �s that? Am I supposed to g�ve you th�ngs out of char�ty? I shall
have to get �t from you by send�ng you to the reformatory."
I had no way of gett�ng the money, my wages were pa�d to
grandfather. I lost my presence of m�nd. What would happen to me?
And �n answer to my entreaty that he wa�t for settlement of the debt,
the shopkeeper stretched out h�s o�ly, puffy hand, l�ke a bladder, and
sa�d:
"K�ss my hand and I w�ll wa�t."
But when I se�zed a we�ght from the counter and brand�shed �t at
h�m, he ducked and cr�ed:
"What are you do�ng? What are you do�ng? I was only jok�ng."
Know�ng well that he was not jok�ng, I resolved to steal the money to
get r�d of h�m. In the morn�ng when I was brush�ng the master's
clothes, money j�ngled �n h�s trousers' pockets, and somet�mes �t fell
out and rolled on the floor. Once some rolled �nto a crack �n the
boards under the sta�rcase. I forgot to say anyth�ng about th�s, and
remembered �t only several days afterward when I found two greven
between the boards. When I gave �t back to the master h�s w�fe sa�d
to h�m:
"There, you see! You ought to count your money when you leave �t �n
your pockets."
But my master, sm�l�ng at me, sa�d:
"He would not steal, I know."



Now, hav�ng made up my m�nd to steal, I remembered these words
and h�s trust�ng sm�le, and felt how hard �t would be for me to rob
h�m. Several t�mes I took s�lver out of the pockets and counted �t, but
I could not take �t. For three days I tormented myself about th�s, and
suddenly the whole affa�r settled �tself qu�ckly and s�mply. The master
asked me unexpectedly:
"What �s the matter w�th you, Pyeshkov? You have become dull
lately. Are n't you well, or what?"
I frankly told h�m all my troubles. He frowned.
"Now you see what books lead to! From them, �n some way or
another, trouble always comes."
He gave me half a ruble and admon�shed me sternly:
"Now look here; don't you go tell�ng my w�fe or my mother, or there
w�ll be a row."
Then he sm�led k�ndly and sa�d:
"You are very persever�ng, dev�l take you! Never m�nd; �t �s a good
th�ng. Anyhow, g�ve up books. When the New Year comes, I w�ll
order a good paper, and you can read that."
And so �n the even�ngs, from tea-t�me t�ll supper-t�me, I read aloud to
my employers "The Moscow Gazette," the novels of Bashkov,
Rokshn�n, Rud�nskovsk�, and other l�terature, for the nour�shment of
people who suffered from deadly dullness.
I d�d not l�ke read�ng aloud, for �t h�ndered me from understand�ng
what I read. But my employers l�stened attent�vely, w�th a sort of
reverent�al eagerness, s�gh�ng, amazed at the v�lla�ny of the heroes,
and say�ng proudly to one another:
"And we l�ve so qu�etly, so peacefully; we know noth�ng of such
th�ngs, thank God!"
They m�xed up the �nc�dents, ascr�bed the deeds of the famous
br�gand Churk�n to the post-boy Thoma Kruch�n, and m�xed the
names. When I corrected the�r m�stakes they were surpr�sed.
"What a memory he has!"



Occas�onally the poems of Leon�de Grave appeared �n "The Moscow
Gazette." I was del�ghted w�th them. I cop�ed several of them �nto a
note-book, but my employers sa�d of the poet:
"He �s an old man, you know; so he wr�tes poetry." "A drunkard or an
�mbec�le, �t �s all the same."
I l�ked the poetry of Strujk�n, and the Count Memento Mor�, but both
the women sa�d the verses were clumsy.
"Only the Petrushk� or actors talk �n verse."
It was a hard l�fe for me on w�nter even�ngs, under the eyes of my
employers, �n that close, small room. The dead n�ght lay outs�de the
w�ndow, now and aga�n the �ce cracked. The others sat at the table
�n s�lence, l�ke frozen f�sh. A snow-storm would rattle the w�ndows
and beat aga�nst the walls, howl down the ch�mney, and shake the
flue-plate. The ch�ldren cr�ed �n the nursery. I wanted to s�t by myself
�n a dark corner and howl l�ke a wolf.
At one end of the table sat the women, kn�tt�ng socks or sew�ng. At
the other sat V�ctorushka, stoop�ng, copy�ng plans unw�ll�ngly, and
from t�me to t�me call�ng out:
"Don't shake the table! Goats, dogs, m�ce!"
At the s�de, beh�nd an enormous embro�dery-frame, sat the master,
sew�ng a tablecloth �n cross-st�tch. Under h�s f�ngers appeared red
lobsters, blue f�sh, yellow butterfl�es, and red autumn leaves. He had
made the des�gn h�mself, and had sat at the work for three w�nters.
He had grown very t�red of �t, and often sa�d to me �n the dayt�me,
when I had some spare t�me:
"Come along, Pyeshkov; s�t down to the tablecloth and do some of
�t!"
I sat down, and began to work w�th the th�ck needle. I was sorry for
my master, and always d�d my best to help h�m. I had an �dea that
one day he would g�ve up draw�ng plans, sew�ng, and play�ng at
cards, and beg�n do�ng someth�ng qu�te d�fferent, someth�ng
�nterest�ng, about wh�ch he often thought, throw�ng h�s work as�de
and gaz�ng at �t w�th f�xed, amazed eyes, as at someth�ng unfam�l�ar



to h�m. H�s ha�r fell over h�s forehead and cheeks; he looked l�ke a
laybrother �n a monastery.
"What are you th�nk�ng of?" h�s w�fe would ask h�m.
"Noth�ng �n part�cular," he would reply, return�ng to h�s work.
I l�stened �n dumb amazement. Fancy ask�ng a man what he was
th�nk�ng of. It was a quest�on wh�ch could not be answered. One's
thoughts were always sudden and many, about all that passed
before one's eyes, of what one saw yesterday or a year ago. It was
all m�xed up together, elus�ve, constantly mov�ng and chang�ng.
The ser�al �n "The Moscow Gazette" was not enough to last the
even�ng, and I went on to read the journals wh�ch were put away
under the bed �n the bedroom. The young m�stress asked
susp�c�ously:
"What do you f�nd to read there? It �s all p�ctures."
But under the bed, bes�des the "Pa�nt�ng Rev�ew," lay also "Flames,"
and so we read "Count Tyat�n-Balt�sk�," by Sal�ass. The master took
a great fancy to the eccentr�c hero of the story, and laughed
merc�lessly, t�ll the tears ran down h�s cheeks, at the melancholy
adventures of the hero, cry�ng:
"Really, that �s most amus�ng!"
"P�ffle!" sa�d the m�stress to show her �ndependence of m�nd.
The l�terature under the bed d�d me a great serv�ce. Through �t, I had
obta�ned the r�ght to read the papers �n the k�tchen, and thus made �t
poss�ble to read at n�ght.
To my joy, the old woman went to sleep �n the nursery for the nurse
had a drunken f�t. V�ctorushka d�d not �nterfere w�th me. As soon as
the household was asleep, he dressed h�mself qu�etly, and
d�sappeared somewhere t�ll morn�ng. I was not allowed to have a
l�ght, for they took the candles �nto the bedrooms, and I had no
money to buy them for myself; so I began to collect the tallow from
the candlest�cks on the qu�et, and put �t �n a sard�ne t�n, �nto wh�ch I
also poured lamp o�l, and, mak�ng a w�ck w�th some thread, was able
to make a smoky l�ght. Th�s I put on the stove for the n�ght.



When I turned the pages of the great volumes, the br�ght red tongue
of flame qu�vered ag�tatedly, the w�ck was drowned �n the burn�ng,
ev�l-smell�ng fat, and the smoke made my eyes smart. But all th�s
unpleasantness was swallowed up �n the enjoyment w�th wh�ch I
looked at the �llustrat�ons and read the descr�pt�on of them. These
�llustrat�ons opened up before me a world wh�ch �ncreased da�ly �n
breadth—a world adorned w�th towns, just l�ke the towns of story-
land. They showed me lofty h�lls and lovely seashores. L�fe
developed wonderfully for me. The earth became more fasc�nat�ng,
r�ch �n people, abound�ng �n towns and all k�nds of th�ngs. Now when
I gazed �nto the d�stance beyond the Volga, I knew that �t was not
space wh�ch lay beyond, but before that, when I had looked, �t used
to make me feel oddly m�serable. The meadows lay flat, bushes
grew �n clumps, and where the meadows ended, rose the �ndented
black wall of the forest. Above the meadows �t was dull, cold blue.
The earth seemed an empty, sol�tary place. And my heart also was
empty. A gentle sorrow n�pped �t; all des�res had departed, and I
thought of noth�ng. All I wanted was to shut my eyes. Th�s
melancholy empt�ness prom�sed me noth�ng, and sucked out of my
heart all that there was �n �t.
The descr�pt�on of the �llustrat�ons told me �n language wh�ch I could
understand about other countr�es, other peoples. It spoke of var�ous
�nc�dents of the past and present, but there was a lot wh�ch I d�d not
understand, and that worr�ed me. Somet�mes strange words stuck �n
my bra�n, l�ke "metaphys�cs," "ch�l�asm," "chart�st." They were a
source of great anx�ety to me, and seemed to grow �nto monsters
obstruct�ng my v�s�on. I thought that I should never understand
anyth�ng. I d�d not succeed �n f�nd�ng out the mean�ng of those
words. In fact, they stood l�ke sentr�es on the threshold of all secret
knowledge. Often whole phrases stuck �n my memory for a long
t�me, l�ke a spl�nter �n my f�nger, and h�ndered me from th�nk�ng of
anyth�ng else.
I remembered read�ng these strange verses:

"All clad �n steel, through the unpeopled land,
S�lent and gloomy as the grave,
R�des the Czar of the Huns, Att�lla.



Beh�nd h�m comes a black mass of warr�ors, cry�ng,
'Where, then, �s Rome; where �s Rome the m�ghty?'"

That Rome was a c�ty, I knew; but who on earth were the Huns? I
s�mply had to f�nd that out. Choos�ng a prop�t�ous moment, I asked
my master. "The Huns?" he cr�ed �n amazement. "The dev�l knows
who they are. Some trash, I expect."
And shak�ng h�s head d�sapprov�ngly, he sa�d:
"That head of yours �s full of nonsense. That �s very bad, Pyeshkov."
Bad or good, I wanted to know.
I had an �dea that the reg�mental chapla�n, Solov�ev, ought to know
who the Huns were, and when I caught h�m �n the yard, I asked h�m.
The pale, s�ckly, always d�sagreeable man, w�th red eyes, no
eyebrows, and a yellow beard, push�ng h�s black staff �nto the earth,
sa�d to me:
"And what �s that to do w�th you, eh?"
L�eutenant Nesterov answered my quest�on by a feroc�ous:
"What-a-t?"
Then I concluded that the r�ght person to ask about the Huns was
the d�spenser at the chem�st's. He always looked at me k�ndly. He
had a clever face, and gold glasses on h�s large nose.
"The Huns," sa�d the d�spenser, "were a nomad race, l�ke the people
of Kh�rg�z. There are no more of these people now. They are all
dead."
I felt sad and vexed, not because the Huns were dead, but because
the mean�ng of the word that had worr�ed me for so long was qu�te
s�mple, and was also of no use to me.
But I was grateful to the Huns after my coll�s�on w�th the word ceased
to worry me so much, and thanks to Att�lla, I made the acqua�ntance
of the d�spenser Goldberg.
Th�s man knew the l�teral mean�ng of all words of w�sdom. He had
the keys to all knowledge. Sett�ng h�s glasses stra�ght w�th two



f�ngers, he looked f�xedly �nto my eyes and sa�d, as �f he were dr�v�ng
small na�ls �nto my forehead:
"Words, my dear boy, are l�ke leaves on a tree. If we want to f�nd out
why the leaves take one form �nstead of another, we must learn how
the tree grows. We must study books, my dear boy. Men are l�ke a
good garden �n wh�ch everyth�ng grows, both pleasant and
prof�table."
I often had to run to the chem�st's for soda-water and magnes�a for
the adults of the fam�ly, who were cont�nually suffer�ng from
heartburn, and for castor-o�l and purgat�ves for the ch�ldren.
The short �nstruct�ons wh�ch the d�spenser gave me �nst�lled �nto my
m�nd a st�ll deeper regard for books. They gradually became as
necessary to me as vodka to the drunkard. They showed me a new
l�fe, a l�fe of noble sent�ments and strong des�res wh�ch �nc�te people
to deeds of hero�sm and cr�mes. I saw that the people about me
were f�tted for ne�ther hero�sm nor cr�me. They l�ved apart from
everyth�ng that I read about �n books, and �t was hard to �mag�ne
what they found �nterest�ng �n the�r l�ves. I had no des�re to l�ve such
a l�fe. I was qu�te dec�ded on that po�nt. I would not.
From the letterpress wh�ch accompan�ed the draw�ngs I had learned
that �n Prague, London, and Par�s there are no open dra�ns �n the
m�ddle of the c�ty, or d�rty gulleys choked w�th refuse. There were
stra�ght, broad streets, and d�fferent k�nds of houses and churches.
There they d�d not have a s�x-months-long w�nter, wh�ch shuts
people up �n the�r houses, and no great fast, when only ferment�ng
cabbage, p�ckled mushrooms, oatmeal, and potatoes cooked �n
d�sgust�ng vegetable o�l can be eaten. Dur�ng the great fast books
are forb�dden, and they took away the "Rev�ew of Pa�nt�ng" from me,
and that empty, meager l�fe aga�n closed about me. Now that I could
compare �t w�th the l�fe p�ctured �n books, �t seemed more wretched
and ugly than ever. When I could read I felt well and strong; I worked
well and qu�ckly, and had an object �n l�fe. The sooner I was f�n�shed,
the more t�me I should have for read�ng. Depr�ved of books, I
became lazy, and drowsy, and became a v�ct�m to forgetfulness, to
wh�ch I had been a stranger before.



I remember that even dur�ng those dull days someth�ng myster�ous
happened. One even�ng when we had all gone to bed the bell of the
cathedral suddenly rang out, arous�ng every one �n the house at
once. Half-dressed people rushed to the w�ndows, ask�ng one
another:
"Is �t a f�re? Is that the alarm-bell?"
In the other flats one could hear the same bustle go�ng on. Doors
slammed; some one ran across the yard w�th a horse ready saddled.
The old m�stress shr�eked that the cathedral had been robbed, but
the master stopped her.
"Not so loud, Mamasha! Can't you hear that that �s not an alarm-
bell?"
"Then the archb�shop �s dead."
V�ctorushka cl�mbed down from the loft, dressed h�mself, and
muttered:
"I know what has happened. I know!"
The master sent me to the att�c to see �f the sky was red. I ran up-
sta�rs and cl�mbed to the roof through the dormer-w�ndow. There was
no red l�ght �n the sky. The bell tolled slowly �n the qu�et frosty a�r.
The town lay sleep�ly on the earth. In the darkness �nv�s�ble people
ran about, scrunch�ng the snow under the�r feet. Sledges squealed,
and the bell wa�led om�nously. I returned to the s�tt�ng-room.
"There �s no red l�ght �n the sky."
"Foo, you! Good grac�ous!" sa�d the master, who had on h�s
greatcoat and cap. He pulled up h�s collar and began to put h�s feet
�nto h�s goloshes undec�dedly.
The m�stress begged h�m:
"Don't go out! Don't go out!"
"Rubb�sh!"
V�ctorushka, who was also dressed, teased them all.
"I know what has happened."



When the brothers went out �nto the street the women, hav�ng sent
me to get the samovar ready, rushed to the w�ndow. But the master
rang the street door-bell almost d�rectly, ran up the steps s�lently,
shut the door, and sa�d th�ckly:
"The Czar has been murdered!"
"How murdered?" excla�med the old lady.
"He has been murdered. An off�cer told me so. What w�ll happen
now?"
V�ctorushka rang, and as he unw�ll�ngly took off h�s coat sa�d angr�ly:
"And I thought �t was war!"
Then they all sat down to dr�nk tea, and talked together calmly, but �n
low vo�ces and caut�ously. The streets were qu�et now, the bells had
g�ven up toll�ng. For two days they wh�spered together myster�ously,
and went to and fro. People also came to see them, and related
some event �n deta�l. I tr�ed hard to understand what had happened,
but they h�d the newspapers from me. When I asked S�dorov why
they had k�lled the Czar he answered, softly:
"It �s forb�dden to speak of �t."
But all th�s soon wore away. The old empty l�fe was resumed, and I
soon had a very unpleasant exper�ence.
On one of those Sundays when the household had gone to early
mass I set the samovar ready and turned my attent�on to t�dy�ng the
rooms. Wh�le I was so occup�ed the eldest ch�ld rushed �nto the
k�tchen, removed the tap from the samovar, and set h�mself under
the table to play w�th �t. There was a lot of charcoal �n the p�pe of the
samovar, and when the water had all tr�ckled away from �t, �t came
unsoldered. Wh�le I was do�ng the other rooms, I heard an unusual
no�se. Go�ng �nto the k�tchen, I saw w�th horror that the samovar was
all blue. It was shak�ng, as �f �t wanted to jump from the floor. The
broken handle of the tap was droop�ng m�serably, the l�d was all on
one s�de, the pewter was melted and runn�ng away drop by drop. In
fact the purpl�sh blue samovar looked as �f �t had drunken sh�vers. I
poured water over �t. It h�ssed, and sank sadly �n ru�ns on the floor.



The front door-bell rang. I went to open the door. In answer to the old
lady's quest�on as to whether the samovar was ready, I repl�ed
br�efly:
"Yes; �t �s ready."
These words, spoken, of course, �n my confus�on and terror, were
taken for �nsolence. My pun�shment was doubled. They half k�lled
me. The old lady beat me w�th a bunch of f�r-tw�gs, wh�ch d�d not hurt
much, but left under the sk�n of my back a great many spl�nters,
dr�ven �n deeply. Before n�ght my back was swollen l�ke a p�llow, and
by noon the next day the master was obl�ged to take me to the
hosp�tal.
When the doctor, com�cally tall and th�n, exam�ned me, he sa�d �n a
calm, dull vo�ce:
"Th�s �s a case of cruelty wh�ch w�ll have to be �nvest�gated."
My master blushed, shuffled h�s feet, and sa�d someth�ng �n a low
vo�ce to the doctor, who looked over h�s head and sa�d shortly:
"I can't. It �s �mposs�ble."
Then he asked me:
"Do you want to make a compla�nt?"
I was �n great pa�n, but I sa�d:
"No, make haste and cure me."
They took me �nto another room, la�d me on a table, and the doctor
pulled out the spl�nters w�th pleasantly cold p�ncers. He sa�d,
jest�ngly:
"They have decorated your sk�n beaut�fully, my fr�end; now you w�ll
be waterproof."
When he had f�n�shed h�s work of pr�ck�ng me unmerc�fully, he sa�d:
"Forty-two spl�nters have been taken out, my fr�end. Remember that.
It �s someth�ng to boast of! Come back at the same t�me to-morrow
to have the dress�ng replaced. Do they often beat you?"



I thought for a moment, then sa�d:
"Not so often as they used to."
The doctor burst �nto a hoarse laugh.
"It �s all for the best, my fr�end, all for the best." When he took me
back to my master he sa�d to h�m:
"I hand h�m over to you; he �s repa�red. Br�ng h�m back to-morrow
w�thout fa�l. I congratulate you. He �s a com�cal fellow you have
there."
When we were �n the cab my master sa�d to me:
"They used to beat me too, Pyeshkov. What do you th�nk of that?
They d�d beat me, my lad! And you have me to p�ty you; but I had no
one, no one. People are very hard everywhere; but one gets no p�ty
—no, not from any one. Ekh! W�ld fowl!"
He grumbled all the way home. I was very sorry for h�m, and grateful
to h�m for treat�ng me l�ke a man.
They welcomed me at the house as �f �t had been my name-day. The
women �ns�sted on hear�ng �n deta�l how the doctor had treated me
and what he had sa�d. They l�stened and s�ghed, then k�ssed me
tenderly, wr�nkl�ng the�r brows. Th�s �ntense �nterest �n �llness, pa�n,
and all k�nds of unpleasantness always amazed me.
I saw that they were pleased w�th me for not compla�n�ng of them,
and I took advantage of the moment to ask �f I m�ght have some
books from the ta�lor's w�fe. They d�d not have the heart to refuse
me. Only the old lady cr�ed �n surpr�se:
"What a demon he �s!"
The next day I stood before the ta�lor's w�fe, who sa�d to me k�ndly:
"They told me that you were �ll, and that you had been taken to
hosp�tal. You see what stor�es get about."
I was s�lent. I was ashamed to tell her the truth. Why should she
know of such sad and coarse th�ngs? It was n�ce to th�nk that she
was d�fferent from other people.



Once more I read the th�ck books of Dumas père, Ponson de
Terra�lle, Montepa�ne, Zakon�er, Gabor�au, and Bourgob�er. I
devoured all these books qu�ckly, one after the other, and I was
happy. I felt myself to be part of a l�fe wh�ch was out of the ord�nary,
wh�ch st�rred me sweetly and aroused my courage. Once more I
burned my �mprov�sed candle, and read all through the n�ght t�ll the
morn�ng, so that my eyes began to hurt me a l�ttle. The old m�stress
sa�d to me k�ndly:
"Take care, bookworm. You w�ll spo�l your s�ght and grow bl�nd!"
However, I soon real�zed that all these �nterest�ngly compl�cated
books, desp�te the d�fferent �nc�dents, and the var�ous countr�es and
towns about wh�ch they were wr�tten, had one common theme: good
people made unhappy and oppressed by bad people, the latter were
always more successful and clever than the good, but �n the end
someth�ng unexpected always overthrow�ng the w�cked, and the
good w�nn�ng. The "love," of wh�ch both men and women spoke �n
the same terms, bored me. In fact, �t was not only un�nterest�ng to
me, but �t aroused a vague contempt.
Somet�mes from the very f�rst chapters I began to wonder who would
w�n or who would be vanqu�shed, and as soon as the course of the
story became clear, I would set myself to unravel the ske�n of events
by the a�d of my own fancy. When I was not read�ng I was th�nk�ng of
the books I had on hand, as one would th�nk about the problems �n
an ar�thmet�c. I became more sk�lful every day �n guess�ng wh�ch of
the characters would enter �nto the parad�se of happ�ness and wh�ch
would be utterly confounded.
But through all th�s I saw the gl�mmer of l�v�ng and, to me, s�gn�f�cant
truths, the outl�nes of another l�fe, other standards. It was clear to me
that �n Par�s the cabmen, work�ng men, sold�ers, and all "black
people"[1] were not at all as they were �n N�jn�, Kazan, or Perm. They
dared to speak to gentlefolk, and behaved toward them more s�mply
and �ndependently than our people. Here, for example, was a sold�er
qu�te unl�ke any I had known, unl�ke S�dorov, unl�ke the V�atsk�an on
the boat, and st�ll more unl�ke Ermokh�n. He was more human than
any of these. He had someth�ng of Smour� about h�m, but he was not



so savage and coarse. Here was a shopkeeper, but he was much
better than any of the shopkeepers I had known. And the pr�ests �n
books were not l�ke the pr�ests I knew. They had more feel�ng, and
seemed to enter more �nto the l�ves of the�r flocks. And �n general �t
seemed to me that l�fe abroad, as �t appeared �n books, was more
�nterest�ng, eas�er, better than the l�fe I knew. Abroad, people d�d not
behave so brutally. They never jeered at other human creatures as
cruelly as the V�atsk�an sold�er had been jeered at, nor prayed to
God as �mportunately as the old m�stress d�d. What I not�ced
part�cularly was that, when v�lla�ns, m�sers, and low characters were
dep�cted �n books, they d�d not show that �ncomprehens�ble cruelty,
that �ncl�nat�on to jeer at human�ty, w�th wh�ch I was acqua�nted, and
wh�ch was often brought to my not�ce. There was method �n the
cruelty of these book�sh v�lla�ns. One could almost always
understand why they were cruel; but the cruelty wh�ch I w�tnessed
was a�mless, senseless, an amusement from wh�ch no one expected
to ga�n any advantage.



[1] The common people.

W�th every book that I read th�s d�ss�m�lar�ty between Russ�an l�fe
and that of other countr�es stood out more clearly, caus�ng a
perplexed feel�ng of �rr�tat�on w�th�n me, strengthen�ng my susp�c�on
of the verac�ty of the old, well-read pages w�th the�r d�rty "dogs'-
ears."
And then there fell �nto my hands Goncourt's novel, "The Brothers
Zemganno." I read �t through �n one n�ght, and, surpr�sed at the new
exper�ence, read the s�mple, pathet�c story over aga�n. There was
noth�ng compl�cated about �t, noth�ng �nterest�ng at f�rst s�ght. In fact,
the f�rst pages seemed dry, l�ke the l�ves of the sa�nts. Its language,
so prec�se and str�pped of all adornment, was at f�rst an unpleasant
surpr�se to me; but the pauc�ty of words, the strongly constructed
phrases, went stra�ght to the heart. It so aptly descr�bed the drama of
the acrobat brothers that my hands trembled w�th the enjoyment of
read�ng the book. I wept b�tterly as I read how the unfortunate art�st,
w�th h�s legs broken, crept up to the loft where h�s brother was
secretly engaged �n h�s favor�te art.
When I returned th�s glor�ous book to the ta�lor's w�fe I begged her to
g�ve me another one l�ke �t.
"How do you mean l�ke that?" she asked, laugh�ng.
Th�s laugh confused me, and I could not expla�n what I wanted. Then
she sa�d:
"That �s a dull book. Just wa�t! I w�ll g�ve you another more
�nterest�ng."
In the course of a day or two she gave me Greenwood's "The True
H�story of a l�ttle Wa�f." The t�tle of the book at f�rst turned me aga�nst
�t, but the f�rst pages called up a sm�le of joy, and st�ll sm�l�ng, I read
�t from beg�nn�ng to end, re-read�ng some of the pages two or three
t�mes.
So �n other countr�es, also, boys l�ved hard and harass�ng l�ves! After
all, I was not so badly off; I need not compla�n.



Greenwood gave me a lot of courage, and soon after that I was
g�ven a "real" book, "Eugén�e Grandet."
Old Grandet rem�nded me v�v�dly of grandfather. I was annoyed that
the book was so small, and surpr�sed at the amount of truth �t
conta�ned. Truths wh�ch were fam�l�ar and bor�ng to me �n l�fe were
shown to me �n a d�fferent l�ght �n th�s book, w�thout mal�ce and qu�te
calmly. All the books wh�ch I had read before Greenwood's,
condemned people as severely and no�s�ly as my employers d�d,
often arous�ng my sympathy for the v�lla�n and a feel�ng of �rr�tat�on
w�th the good people. I was always sorry to see that desp�te
enormous expend�ture of �ntell�gence and w�llpower, a man st�ll fa�led
to obta�n h�s des�res. The good characters stood awa�t�ng events
from f�rst to last page, as �mmovable as stone p�llars, and although
all k�nds of ev�l plots were formed aga�nst these stone p�llars, stones
do not arouse sympathy. No matter how beaut�ful and strong a wall
may be, one does not love �t �f one wants to get the apple on the tree
on the other s�de of �t. It always seemed to me that all that was most
worth hav�ng, and v�gorous was h�dden beh�nd the "good" people.
In Goncourt, Greenwood, and Balzac there were no v�lla�ns, but just
s�mple people, wonderfully al�ve. One could not doubt that, whatever
they were alleged to have sa�d and done, they really d�d say and do,
and they could not have sa�d and done anyth�ng else.
In th�s fash�on I learned to understand what a great treat a "good and
proper" book can be. But how to f�nd �t? The ta�lor's w�fe could not
help me �n th�s.
"Here �s a good book," she sa�d, lay�ng before me Arsène Hu�ss�er's
"Hands full of Roses, Gold, and Blood." She also gave me the novels
of Beyle, Paul de Kock and Paul Féval, and I read them all w�th
rel�sh. She l�ked the novels of Mar�ette and Vern�er, wh�ch to me
appeared dull. I d�d not care for Sp�elhagen, but I was much taken
w�th the stor�es of Auerbach. Sue and Huga, also, I d�d not l�ke,
preferr�ng Walter Scott. I wanted books wh�ch exc�ted me, and made
me feel happy, l�ke wonderful Balzac.
I d�d not care for the porcela�n woman as much as I had done at f�rst.
When I went to see her, I put on a clean sh�rt, brushed my ha�r, and



tr�ed to appear good-look�ng. In th�s I was hardly successful. I always
hoped that, see�ng my good looks, she would speak to me �n a
s�mple and fr�endly manner, w�thout that hsh-l�ke sm�le on her
fr�volous face. But all she d�d was to sm�le and ask me �n her sweet,
t�red vo�ce:
"Have you read �t? D�d you l�ke �t?"
"No."
Sl�ghtly ra�s�ng her eyebrows, she looked at me, and, draw�ng �n her
breath, spoke through her nose.
"But why?"
"I have read about all that before."
"Above what?"
"About love."
Her eyes tw�nkled, as she burst out �nto her honeyed laugh.
"Ach, but you see all books are wr�tten about love!"
S�tt�ng �n a b�g arm-cha�r, she swung her small feet, �ncased �n fur
sl�ppers, to and fro, yawned, wrapped her blue dress�ng-gown
around her, and drummed w�th her p�nk f�ngers on the cover of the
book on her knee. I wanted to say to her:
"Why don't you leave th�s flat? The off�cers wr�te letters to you, and
laugh at you."
But I had not the audac�ty to say th�s, and went away, bear�ng w�th
me a th�ck book on "Love," a sad sense of d�senchantment �n my
heart.
They talked about th�s woman �n the yard more ev�lly, der�s�vely, and
sp�tefully than ever. It offended me to hear these foul and, no doubt,
ly�ng stor�es. When I was away from her, I p�t�ed the woman, and
suffered for her; but when I was w�th her, and saw her small, sharp
eyes, the cat-l�ke flex�b�l�ty of her small body, and that always
fr�volous face, p�ty and fear d�sappeared, van�shed l�ke smoke.



In the spr�ng she suddenly went away, and �n a few days her
husband moved to new quarters.
Wh�le the rooms stood empty, awa�t�ng a new tenant, I went to look
at the bare walls, w�th the�r square patches where p�ctures had hung,
bent na�ls, and wounds made by na�ls. Strewn about the sta�ned floor
were p�eces of d�fferent-colored cloth, balls of paper, broken boxes
from the chem�st, empty scent-bottles. A large brass p�n gleamed �n
one spot.
All at once I felt sad and w�shed that I could see the ta�lor's l�ttle w�fe
once more to tell her how grateful I was to her.

CHAPTER X

Before the departure of the ta�lor's w�fe there had come to l�ve under
the flat occup�ed by my employers a black-eyed young lady, w�th her
l�ttle g�rl and her mother, a gray-ha�red old woman, everlast�ngly
smok�ng c�garettes �n an amber mouthp�ece. The young lady was
very beaut�ful, �mper�ous, and proud. She spoke �n a pleasant, deep
vo�ce. She looked at every one w�th head held h�gh and unbl�nk�ng
eyes, as �f they were all far away from her, and she could hardly see
them. Nearly every day her black sold�er-servant, Tuphyaev, brought
a th�n-legged, brown horse to the steps of her flat. The lady came out
�n a long, steel-colored, velvet dress, wear�ng wh�te gauntleted
gloves and tan boots. Hold�ng the tra�n of her sk�rt and a wh�p w�th a
l�lac-colored stone �n �ts handle �n one hand, w�th the other l�ttle hand
she lov�ngly stroked the horse's muzzle. He f�xed h�s great eyes
upon her, trembl�ng all over, and softly trampled the soaked ground
under h�s hoofs.
"Roba�re, Roba�re," she sa�d �n a low vo�ce, and patted the beaut�ful,
arched neck of the steed w�th a f�rm hand.
Then sett�ng her foot on the knee of Tuphyaev, she sprang l�ghtly
�nto the saddle, and the horse, pranc�ng proudly, went through the
gateway. She sat �n the saddle as eas�ly as �f she were part of �t. She



was beaut�ful w�th that rare k�nd of beauty wh�ch always seems new
and wonderful, and always f�lls the heart w�th an �ntox�cat�ng joy.
When I looked at her I thought that D�ana of Po�t�ers, Queen Margot,
the ma�den La Vall�ère, and other beaut�es, hero�nes of h�stor�cal
novels, were l�ke her.
She was constantly surrounded by the off�cers of the d�v�s�on wh�ch
was stat�oned �n the town, and �n the even�ngs they used to v�s�t her,
and play the p�ano, v�ol�n, gu�tar, and dance and s�ng. The most
frequent of her v�s�tors was Major Olessov, who revolved about her
on h�s short legs, stout, red-faced, gray-ha�red, and as greasy as an
eng�neer on a steamboat. He played the gu�tar well, and bore h�mself
as the humble, devoted servant of the lady.
As rad�antly beaut�ful as her mother was the l�ttle f�ve-year-old, curly-
ha�red, chubby g�rl. Her great, dark-blue eyes looked about her
gravely, calmly expectant, and there was an a�r of thoughtfulness
about her wh�ch was not at all ch�ld�sh.
Her grandmother was occup�ed w�th housekeep�ng from morn�ng to
n�ght, w�th the help of Tuphyaev, a morose, tac�turn man, and a fat,
cross-eyed housema�d. There was no nursema�d, and the l�ttle g�rl
l�ved almost w�thout any not�ce be�ng taken of her, play�ng about all
day on the front steps or on a heap of planks near them. I often went
out to play w�th her �n the even�ngs, for I was very fond of her. She
soon became used to me, and would fall asleep �n my arms wh�le I
was tell�ng her a story. When th�s happened, I used to carry her to
bed. Before long �t came about that she would not go to sleep, when
she was put to bed, unless I went to say good n�ght to her. When I
went to her, she would hold out her plump hand w�th a grand a�r and
say:
"Good-by t�ll to-morrow. Grandmother, how ought I to say �t?"
"God preserve you!" sa�d the grandmother, blow�ng a cloud of dark-
blue smoke from her mouth and th�n nose.
"God preserve you t�ll to-morrow! And now I am go�ng to sleep," sa�d
the l�ttle g�rl, roll�ng herself up �n the bedclothes, wh�ch were tr�mmed
w�th lace.



The grandmother corrected her.
"Not t�ll to-morrow, but for always."
"But does n't to-morrow mean for always?"
She loved the word "to-morrow," and whatever pleased her spec�ally
she carr�ed forward �nto the future. She would st�ck �nto the ground
flowers that had been plucked or branches that had been broken by
the w�nd, and say:
"To-morrow th�s w�ll be a garden."
"To-morrow, some t�me, I shall buy myself a horse, and r�de on
horseback l�ke mother."
She was a clever ch�ld, but not very l�vely, and would often break off
�n the m�dst of a merry game to become thoughtful, or ask
unexpectedly:
"Why do pr�ests have ha�r l�ke women?"
If she stung herself w�th nettles, she would shake her f�nger at them,
say�ng:
"You wa�t! I shall pray God to do someth�ng vewy bady to you. God
can do bad th�ngs to every one; He can even pun�sh mama."
Somet�mes a soft, ser�ous melancholy descended upon her. She
would press close to me, gaz�ng up at the sky w�th her blue,
expectant eyes, and say:
"Somet�mes grandmother �s cross, but mama never; she on'y laughs.
Every one loves her, because she never has any t�me. People are
always com�ng to see her and to look at her because she �s so
beaut�ful. She �s 'ovely, mama �s. 'Oseph says so—'ovely!"
I loved to l�sten to her, for she spoke of a world of wh�ch I knew
noth�ng. She spoke w�ll�ngly and often about her mother, and a new
l�fe gradually opened out before me. I was aga�n rem�nded of Queen
Margot, wh�ch deepened my fa�th �n books and also my �nterest �n
l�fe. One day when I was s�tt�ng on the steps wa�t�ng for my people,
who had gone for a walk, and the l�ttle g�rl had dozed off �n my arms,



her mother rode up on horseback, sprang l�ghtly to the ground, and,
throw�ng back her head, asked:
"What, �s she asleep?"
"Yes."
"That's r�ght."
The sold�er Tuphyaev came runn�ng to her and took the horse. She
stuck her wh�p �nto her belt and, hold�ng out her arms, sa�d:
"G�ve her to me!"
"I'll carry her �n myself."
"Come on!" cr�ed the lady, as �f I had been a horse, and she stamped
her foot on the step.
The l�ttle g�rl woke up, bl�nk�ng, and, see�ng her mother, held out her
arms to her. They went away.
I was used to be�ng shouted at, but I d�d not l�ke th�s lady to shout at
me. She had only to g�ve an order qu�etly, and every one obeyed her.
In a few m�nutes the cross-eyed ma�d came out for me. The l�ttle g�rl
was naughty, and would not go to sleep w�thout say�ng good n�ght.
It was not w�thout pr�de �n my bear�ng toward the mother that I
entered the draw�ng-room, where the l�ttle g�rl was s�tt�ng on the
knees of her mother, who was deftly undress�ng her.
"Here he �s," she sa�d. "He has come—th�s monster."
"He �s not a monster, but my boy."
"Really? Very good. Well, you would l�ke to g�ve someth�ng to your
boy, would n't you?"
"Yes, I should."
"A good �dea! I w�ll see to �t, and you w�ll go to bed."
"Good-by t�ll to-morrow," sa�d the l�ttle g�rl, hold�ng out her hand to
me. "God preserve you t�ll to-morrow!"
The lady excla�med �n surpr�se:



"Who taught you to say that? Grandmother?"
"Ye-es."
When the ch�ld had left the room the lady beckoned to me.
"What shall we g�ve you?"
I told her that I d�d not want anyth�ng; but could she let me have a
book to read?
She l�fted my ch�n w�th her warm, scented f�ngers, and asked, w�th a
pleasant sm�le:
"So you are fond of read�ng? Yes; what books have you read?"
When she sm�led she looked more beaut�ful than ever. I confusedly
told her the names of several books.
"What d�d you f�nd to l�ke �n them?" she asked, lay�ng her hand on
the table and mov�ng her f�ngers sl�ghtly.
A strong, sweet smell of some sort of flowers came from her, m�xed
w�th the odor of horse-sweat. She looked at me through her long
eyelashes, thoughtfully grave. No one had ever looked at me l�ke
that before.
The room was packed as t�ghtly as a b�rd's nest w�th beaut�ful, soft
furn�ture. The w�ndows were covered w�th th�ck green curta�ns; the
snowy wh�te t�les of the stove gleamed �n the half-l�ght; bes�de the
stove shone the glossy surface of a black p�ano; and from the walls,
�n dull-gold frames, looked dark wr�t�ngs �n large Russ�an characters.
Under each wr�t�ng hung a large dark seal by a cord. Everyth�ng
about her looked at that woman as humbly and t�m�dly as I d�d.
I expla�ned to her as well as I could that my l�fe was hard and
un�nterest�ng and that read�ng helped me to forget �t.
"Yes; so that's what �t �s," she sa�d, stand�ng up. "It �s not a bad �dea,
and, �n fact, �t �s qu�te r�ght. Well, what shall we do? I w�ll get some
books for you, but just now I have none. But wa�t! You can have th�s
one."
She took a tattered book w�th a yellow cover from the couch.



"When you have read th�s I w�ll g�ve you the second volume; there
are four."
I went away w�th the "Secrets of Peterburg," by Pr�nce Meshtchesk�,
and began to read the book w�th great attent�on. But before I had
read many pages I saw that the Peterburg�an "secrets" were
cons�derably less �nterest�ng than those of Madr�d, London, or Par�s.
The only part wh�ch took my fancy was the fable of Svoboda
(L�berty) and Palka (st�ck).
"I am your super�or," sa�d Svoboda, "because I am cleverer."
But Palka answered her:
"No, �t �s I who am your super�or, because I am stronger than you."
They d�sputed and d�sputed and fought about �t. Palka beat
Svoboda, and, �f I remember r�ghtly, Svoboda d�ed �n the hosp�tal as
the result of her �njur�es.
There was some talk of n�h�l�sts �n th�s book. I remember that,
accord�ng to Pr�nce Meshtchesk�, a n�h�l�st was such a po�sonous
person that h�s very glance would k�ll a fowl. What he wrote about
n�h�l�sts struck me as be�ng offens�ve and rude, but I understood
noth�ng else, and fell �nto a state of melancholy. It was ev�dent that I
could not apprec�ate good books; for I was conv�nced that �t was a
good book. Such a great and beaut�ful lady could never read bad
books.
"Well, d�d you l�ke �t?" she asked me when I took back the yellow
novel by Meshtchesk�.
I found �t very hard to answer no; I thought �t would make her angry.
But she only laughed, and go�ng beh�nd the port�ère wh�ch led �nto
her sleep�ng-chamber, brought back a l�ttle volume �n a b�nd�ng of
dark-blue morocco leather.
"You w�ll l�ke th�s one, only take care not to so�l �t."
Th�s was a volume of Pushk�n's poems. I read all of them at once,
se�z�ng upon them w�th a feel�ng of greed such as I exper�enced
whenever I happened to v�s�t a beaut�ful place that I had never seen
before. I always tr�ed to run all over �t at once. It was l�ke roam�ng



over mossy h�llocks �n a marshy wood, and suddenly see�ng spread
before one a dry pla�n covered w�th flowers and bathed �n sun-rays.
For a second one gazes upon �t enchanted, and then one beg�ns to
race about happ�ly, and each contact of one's feet w�th the soft
growth of the fert�le earth sends a thr�ll of joy through one.
Pushk�n had so surpr�sed me w�th the s�mpl�c�ty and mus�c of poetry
that for a long t�me prose seemed unnatural to me, and �t d�d not
come easy to read �t. The prologue to "Ruslan" rem�nded me of
grandmother's best stor�es, all wonderfully compressed �nto one, and
several l�nes amazed me by the�r str�k�ng truth.

There, by ways wh�ch few observe,
Are the tra�ls of �nv�s�ble w�ld creatures.

I repeated these wonderful words �n my m�nd, and I could see those
footpaths so fam�l�ar to me, yet hardly v�s�ble to the average be�ng. I
saw the myster�ous footpr�nts wh�ch had pressed down the grass,
wh�ch had not had t�me to shake off the drops of dew, as heavy as
mercury. The full, sound�ng l�nes of poetry were eas�ly remembered.
They adorned everyth�ng of wh�ch they spoke as �f for a fest�val.
They made me happy, my l�fe easy and pleasant. The verses rang
out l�ke bells herald�ng me �nto a new l�fe. What happ�ness �t was to
be educated!
The magn�f�cent stor�es of Pushk�n touched me more closely, and
were more �ntell�g�ble to me than anyth�ng I had read. When I had
read them a few t�mes I knew them by heart, and when I went to bed
I wh�spered the verses to myself, w�th my eyes closed, unt�l I fell
asleep. Very often I told these stor�es to the orderl�es, who l�stened
and laughed, and abused me jok�ngly. S�dorov stroked my head and
sa�d softly:
"That's f�ne, �s n't �t? O Lord—"
The awaken�ng wh�ch had come to me was not�ced by my
employers. The old lady scolded me.
"You read too much, and you have not cleaned the samovar for four
days, you young monkey! I shall have to take the roll�ng-p�n to you
—"



What d�d I care for the roll�ng-p�n? I took refuge �n verses.
Lov�ng black ev�l w�th all thy heart,
O old w�tch that thou art!

The lady rose st�ll h�gher �n my esteem. See what books she read!
She was not l�ke the ta�lor's porcela�n w�fe.
When I took back the book, and handed �t to her w�th regret, she sa�d
�n a tone wh�ch �nv�ted conf�dence:
"D�d you l�ke �t? Had you heard of Pushk�n before?"
I had read someth�ng about the poet �n one of the newspapers, but I
wanted her to tell me about h�m, so I sa�d that I had never heard of
h�m.
Then she br�efly told me the l�fe and death of Pushk�n, and asked,
sm�l�ng l�ke a spr�ng day:
"Do you see how dangerous �t �s to love women?"
All the books I had read had shown me �t was really dangerous, but
also pleasant, so I sa�d:
"It �s dangerous, yet every one falls �n love. And women suffer for
love, too."
She looked at me, as she looked at every one, through her lashes,
and sa�d gravely:
"You th�nk so? You understand that? Then the best th�ng I can w�sh
you �s that you may not forget �t."
And then she asked me what verses I l�ked best.
I began to repeat some from memory, w�th gest�culat�ons. She
l�stened s�lently and gravely, then rose, and, walk�ng up and down
the room, sa�d thoughtfully:
"We shall have to have you taught, my l�ttle w�ld an�mal. I must th�nk
about �t. Your employers—are they relat�ves of yours?"
When I answered �n the aff�rmat�ve she excla�med: "Oh!" as �f she
blamed me for �t.



She gave me "The Songs of Béranger," a spec�al ed�t�on w�th
engrav�ngs, g�lt edges, and a red leather b�nd�ng. These songs made
me feel g�ddy, w�th the�r strange m�xture of b�tter gr�ef and bo�sterous
happ�ness.
W�th a cold ch�ll at my heart I read the b�tter words of "The Old
Beggar."

Homeless worm, have I d�sturbed you?
Crush me under your feet!
Why be p�t�ful? Crush me qu�ckly!
Why �s �t that you have never taught me,
Nor g�ven me an outlet for my energy?
From the grub an ant m�ght have come.
I m�ght have d�ed �n the love of my fellows.
But dy�ng as an old tramp,
I shall be avenged on the world!

And d�rectly after th�s I laughed t�ll I cr�ed over the "Weep�ng
Husband." I remembered espec�ally the words of Béranger:

A happy sc�ence of l�fe
Is not hard for the s�mple.

Béranger aroused me to moods of joyfulness, to a des�re to be
saucy, and to say someth�ng rude to people,—rude, sharp words. In
a very short t�me I had become prof�c�ent �n th�s art. H�s verses I
learned by heart, and rec�ted them w�th pleasure to the orderl�es,
runn�ng �nto the k�tchen, where they sat for a few m�nutes at a t�me.
But I soon had to g�ve th�s up because the l�nes,

But such a hat �s not becom�ng
To a young g�rl of seventeen,

gave r�se to an offens�ve conversat�on about g�rls that made me
fur�ously d�sgusted, and I h�t the sold�er Ermokh�n over the head w�th
a saucepan. S�dorov and the other orderl�es tore me away from h�s
clumsy hands, but I made up my m�nd from that t�me to go no more
to the off�cers' k�tchen.



I was not allowed to walk about the streets. In fact, there was no t�me
for �t, s�nce the work had so �ncreased. Now, �n add�t�on to my usual
dut�es as housema�d, yardman, and errand-boy, I had to na�l cal�co
to w�de boards, fasten the plans thereto, and copy calculat�ons for
my master's arch�tectural work. I also had to ver�fy the contractor's
accounts, for my master worked from morn�ng to n�ght, l�ke a
mach�ne.

At that t�me the publ�c bu�ld�ngs of the Yarmarka[1] were pr�vate
property. Rows of shops were bu�lt very rap�dly, and my master had
the contracts for the reconstruct�on of old shops and the erect�on of
new ones. He drew up plans for the rebu�ld�ng of vaults, the throw�ng
out of a dormer-w�ndow, and such changes. I took the plans to an old
arch�tect, together w�th an envelop �n wh�ch was h�dden paper
money to the value of twenty-f�ve rubles. The arch�tect took the
money, and wrote under the plans: "The plans are correct, and the
�nspect�on of the work has been performed by me. Imra�k." As a
matter of fact, he had not seen the or�g�nal of the plans, and he could
not �nspect the work, as he was always obl�ged to stay at home by
reason of h�s malady.

[1] Market-place.

I used to take br�bes to the �nspector of the Yarmarka and to other
necessary people, from whom I rece�ved what the master called
papers, wh�ch perm�tted all k�nds of �llegal�t�es. For th�s serv�ce I
obta�ned the r�ght to wa�t for my employers at the door on the front
steps when they went out to see the�r fr�ends �n the even�ngs. Th�s
d�d not often happen, but when �t d�d, they never returned unt�l after
m�dn�ght. I used to s�t at the top of the steps, or on the heap of
planks oppos�te them, for hours, look�ng �nto the w�ndows of my
lady's flat, th�rst�ly l�sten�ng to the gay conversat�on and the mus�c.
The w�ndows were open. Through the curta�ns and the screen of
flowers I could see the f�ne f�gures of off�cers mov�ng about the room.
The rotund major waddled about, and she floated about, dressed
w�th aston�sh�ng s�mpl�c�ty, but beaut�fully.
In my own m�nd I called her "Queen Margot."



"Th�s �s the gay l�fe that they wr�te about �n French books," I thought,
look�ng �n at the w�ndow. And I always felt rather sad about �t. A
ch�ld�sh jealousy made �t pa�nful for me to see "Queen Margot"
surrounded by men, who buzzed about her l�ke bees over flowers.
Her least-frequent v�s�tor was a tall, unhappy-look�ng off�cer, w�th a
furrowed brow and deep-sunken eyes, who always brought h�s v�ol�n
w�th h�m and played marvelously—so marvelously that the passers-
by used to stop under the w�ndow, and all the dwellers �n the street
used to gather round. Even my employers, �f they happened to be at
home, would open the w�ndow, l�sten, and pra�se. I never remember
the�r pra�s�ng any one else except the subdeacon of the cathedral,
and I knew that a f�sh-p�e was more pleas�ng to them than any k�nd
of mus�c.
Somet�mes th�s off�cer sang, or rec�ted verses �n a muffled vo�ce,
s�gh�ng strangely and press�ng h�s hand to h�s brow. Once when I
was play�ng under the w�ndow w�th the l�ttle g�rl and "Queen Margot"
asked h�m to s�ng, he refused for a long t�me. Then he sa�d clearly:

"Only a song has need of beauty,
Wh�le beauty has no need of songs."

I thought these l�nes were lovely, and for some reason I felt sorry for
the off�cer.
What I l�ked best was to look at my lady when she sat at the p�ano,
alone �n the room, and played. Mus�c �ntox�cated me, and I could see
noth�ng but the w�ndow, and beyond that, �n the yellow l�ght of the
lamp, the f�nely formed f�gure of the woman, w�th her haughty prof�le
and her wh�te hands hover�ng l�ke b�rds over the keys. I gazed at her,
l�stened to the pla�nt�ve mus�c, and dreamed. If I could f�nd some
treasure, I would g�ve �t all to her, so that she should be r�ch. If I had
been Skobelev, I would have declared war on the Turks aga�n. I
would have taken money for ransoms, and bu�lt a house for her on
the Otkossa, the best s�te �n the whole town, and made her a present
of �t. If only she would leave th�s street, where every one talked
offens�vely about her. The ne�ghbors, the servants belong�ng to our
yard, and my employers more than all spoke about "Queen Margot"
as ev�lly and sp�tefully as they had talked about the ta�lor's w�fe,



though more caut�ously, w�th lowered vo�ces, and look�ng about them
as they spoke.
They were afra�d of her, probably because she was the w�dow of a
very d�st�ngu�shed man. The wr�t�ngs on the walls of her rooms, too,
were pr�v�leges bestowed on her husband's ancestors by the old
Russ�an emperors Goudonov, Alexe�, and Peter the Great. Th�s was
told me by the sold�er Tuphyaev, a man of educat�on, who was
always read�ng the gospels. Or �t may have been that people were
afra�d lest she should thrash them w�th her wh�p w�th the l�lac-colored
stone �n the handle. It was sa�d that she had once struck a person of
pos�t�on w�th �t.
But words uttered under the breath are no better than words uttered
aloud. My lady l�ved �n a cloud of enm�ty—an enm�ty wh�ch I could
not understand and wh�ch tormented me.
Now that I knew there was another l�fe; that there were d�fferent
people, feel�ngs, and �deas, th�s house and all �ts tenants aroused �n
me a feel�ng of d�sgust that oppressed me more and more. It was
entangled �n the meshes of a d�rty net of d�sgraceful t�ttle-tattle, there
was not a s�ngle person �n �t of whom ev�l was not spoken. The
reg�mental chapla�n, though he was �ll and m�serable, had a
reputat�on for be�ng a drunkard and a rake; the off�cers and the�r
w�ves were l�v�ng, accord�ng to my employers, �n a state of s�n; the
sold�ers' conversat�on about women, wh�ch ran on the same l�nes,
had become repuls�ve to me. But my employers d�sgusted me most
of all. I knew too well the real value of the�r favor�te amusement,
namely, the merc�less judgment of other people. Watch�ng and
comment�ng on the cr�mes of others was the only amusement �n
wh�ch they could �ndulge w�thout pay�ng for �t. They amused
themselves by putt�ng those about them verbally on the rack, and, as
�t were, revenged themselves on others because they l�ved so
p�ously, labor�ously, and un�nterest�ngly themselves.
When they spoke v�lely about "Queen Margot" I was se�zed by a
convuls�on of feel�ng wh�ch was not ch�ld�sh at all. My heart swelled
w�th hatred for the backb�ters. I was overcome by an �rres�st�ble
des�re to do harm to every one, to be �nsolent, and somet�mes a



flood of torment�ng p�ty for myself and every one else swept over me.
That dumb p�ty was more pa�nful than hatred.
I knew more about my queen than they d�d, and I was always afra�d
that they would f�nd out what I knew.
On Sundays, when my employers had gone to the cathedral for h�gh
mass, I used to go to her the f�rst th�ng �n the morn�ng. She would
call me �nto her bedroom, and I sat �n a small arm-cha�r, upholstered
�n gold-colored s�lk, w�th the l�ttle g�rl on my knee, and told the
mother about the books I had read. She lay �n a w�de bed, w�th her
cheek rest�ng on her small hands, wh�ch were clasped together. Her
body was h�dden under a counterpane, gold �n color, l�ke everyth�ng
else �n the bedroom; her dark ha�r lay �n a pla�t over her swarthy
shoulder and her breast, and somet�mes fell over the s�de of the bed
t�ll �t touched the floor.
As she l�stened to me she looked �nto my face w�th her soft eyes and
a hardly percept�ble sm�le and sa�d:
"That's r�ght."
Even her k�nd sm�le was, �n my eyes, the condescend�ng sm�le of a
queen. She spoke �n a deep, tender vo�ce, and �t seemed to me that
�t sa�d always:
"I know that I am �mmeasurably above all other people; no one of
them �s necessary to me."
Somet�mes I found her before her m�rror, s�tt�ng �n a low cha�r and
do�ng her ha�r, the ends of wh�ch lay on her knees, over the arms,
and back of the cha�r, and fell almost to the floor. Her ha�r was as
long and th�ck as grandmother's. She put on her stock�ngs �n my
presence, but her clean nud�ty aroused �n me no feel�ng of shame. I
had only a joyful feel�ng of pr�de �n her. A flowerl�ke smell always
came from her, protect�ng her from any ev�l thoughts concern�ng her.
I felt sure that the love of the k�tchen and the pantry was unknown to
Queen Margot. She knew someth�ng d�fferent, a h�gher joy, a
d�fferent k�nd of love.



But one day, late �n the afternoon, on go�ng �nto her draw�ng-room, I
heard from the bedroom the r�ng�ng laugh of the lady of my heart. A
mascul�ne vo�ce sa�d:
"Wa�t a m�nute! Good Lord! I can't bel�eve—"
I ought to have gone away. I knew that, but I could not.
"Who �s that?" she asked. "You? Come �n!"
The bedroom was heavy w�th the odor of flowers. It was darkened,
for the curta�ns were drawn. Queen Margot lay �n bed, w�th the
bedclothes drawn up to her ch�n, and bes�de her, aga�nst the wall,
sat, clad only �n h�s sh�rt, w�th h�s chest bared, the off�cer v�ol�n�st. On
h�s breast was a scar wh�ch lay l�ke a red streak from the r�ght
shoulder to the n�pple and was so v�v�d that even �n the half-l�ght I
could see �t d�st�nctly. The ha�r of the off�cer was ruffled com�cally,
and for the f�rst t�me I saw a sm�le on h�s sad, furrowed countenance.
He was sm�l�ng strangely. H�s large, fem�n�ne eyes looked at the
"queen" as �f �t were the f�rst t�me he had gazed upon her beauty.
"Th�s �s my fr�end," sa�d Queen Margot. I d�d not know whether she
were referr�ng to me or to h�m.
"What are you look�ng so fr�ghtened about?" I heard her vo�ce as �f
from a d�stance. "Come here."
When I went to her she placed her hands on my bare neck and sa�d:
"You w�ll grow up and you w�ll be happy. Go along!"
I put the book on the shelf, took another, and went away as best I
could.
Someth�ng seemed to grate �n my heart. Of course I d�d not th�nk for
a moment that my queen loved as other women nor d�d the off�cer
g�ve me reason to th�nk so. I saw h�s face before me, w�th that sm�le.
He was sm�l�ng for joy, l�ke a ch�ld who has been pleasantly
surpr�sed, and h�s sad face was wonderfully transf�gured. He had to
love her. Could any one not love her? And she also had cause to
bestow her love upon h�m generously. He played so wonderfully, and
could quote poetry so touch�ngly.



But the very fact that I had to f�nd these consolat�ons showed me
clearly that all was not well w�th my att�tude toward what I had seen
or even toward Queen Margot herself. I felt that I had lost someth�ng,
and I l�ved for several days �n a state of deep deject�on. One day I
was turbulently and recklessly �nsolent, and when I went to my lady
for a book, she sa�d to me sternly:
"You seem to be a desperate character from what I have heard. I d�d
not know that."
I could not endure th�s, and I began to expla�n how nauseat�ng I
found the l�fe I had to lead, and how hard �t was for me to hear
people speak�ng �ll of her. Stand�ng �n front of me, w�th her hand on
my shoulder, she l�stened at f�rst attent�vely and ser�ously; but soon
she was laugh�ng and push�ng me away from her gently.
"That w�ll do; I know all about �t. Do you understand? I know."
Then she took both my hands and sa�d to me very tenderly:
"The less attent�on you pay to all that, the better for you. You wash
your hands very badly."
She need not have sa�d th�s. If she had had to clean the brasses,
and wash the floor and the d�rty cloths, her hands would not have
been any better than m�ne, I th�nk.
"When a person knows how to l�ve, he �s slandered; they are jealous
of h�m. And �f he doesn't know how to l�ve, they desp�se h�m," she
sa�d thoughtfully, draw�ng me to her, and look�ng �nto my eyes w�th a
sm�le. "Do you love me?"
"Yes."
"Very much?"
"Yes."
"But how?"
"I don't know."
"Thank you! You are a good boy. I l�ke people to love me." She
sm�led, looked as �f she were go�ng to say someth�ng more, but



rema�ned s�lent, st�ll keep�ng me �n her arms. "Come oftener to see
me; come whenever you can."
I took advantage of th�s, and she d�d me a lot of good. After d�nner
my employers used to l�e down, and I used to run down-sta�rs. If she
was at home, I would stay w�th her for an hour and somet�mes even
longer.
"You must read Russ�an books; you must know all about Russ�an
l�fe."
She taught me, st�ck�ng ha�r-p�ns �nto her fragrant ha�r w�th rosy
f�ngers. And she enumerated the Russ�an authors, add�ng:
"W�ll you remember them?"
She often sa�d thoughtfully, and w�th an a�r of sl�ght vexat�on:
"We must have you taught, and I am always forgett�ng. Ach, my
God!"
After s�tt�ng w�th her, I ran down-sta�rs w�th a new book �n my hands,
feel�ng as �f I had been washed �ns�de.
I had already read Aksakov's "Fam�ly Chron�cle," the glor�ous
Russ�an poem "In the Forests," the amaz�ng "Memo�rs of a Hunter,"
several volumes of Grebenkov and Solugub, and the poetry of
Venev�t�nov, Odoevsk�, and Tutchev. These books laved my soul,
wash�ng away the husks of barren and b�tter real�ty. I felt that these
were good books, and real�zed that they were �nd�spensable to me.
One result of read�ng them was that I ga�ned a f�rm conv�ct�on that I
was not alone �n the world, and the fact that I should not be lost took
root �n my soul.
When grandmother came to see me I used to tell her joyfully about
Queen Margot, and she, tak�ng a p�nch of snuff w�th great
enjoyment, sa�d heart�ly:
"Well, well; that �s very n�ce. You see, there are plenty of good
people about. You only have to look for them, and then you w�ll f�nd
them."
And one day she suggested:



"How would �t be �f I went to her and sa�d thank you for what she
does for you?"
"No; �t �s better not."
"Well, �f you don't want me to——Lord! Lord! how good �t all �s! I
would l�ke to go on l�v�ng for ever and ever!"
Queen Margot never carr�ed out her project of hav�ng me taught, for
an unpleasant affa�r happened on the feast of the Holy Tr�n�ty that
nearly ru�ned me.
Not long before the hol�day my eyel�ds became terr�bly swollen, and
my eyes were qu�te closed up. My employers were afra�d that I
should go bl�nd, and I also was afra�d. They took me to the well-
known doctor, Genr�kh Rodzev�ch, who lanced my eyel�ds and for
days I lay w�th my eyes bandaged, �n torment�ng, black m�sery. The
day before the feast of the Tr�n�ty my bandages were taken off, and I
walked about once more, feel�ng as �f I had come back from a grave
�n wh�ch I had been la�d al�ve. Noth�ng can be more terr�ble than to
lose one's s�ght. It �s an unspeakable �njury wh�ch takes away a
hundred worlds from a man.
The joyful day of the Holy Tr�n�ty arr�ved, and, as an �nval�d, I was off
duty from noon and went to the k�tchen to pay a v�s�t to the orderl�es.
All of them, even the str�ct Tuphyaev, were drunk, and toward
even�ng Ermokh�n struck S�dorov on the head w�th a block of wood.
The latter fell senseless to the ground, and Ermokh�n, terr�f�ed, ran
out to the causeway.
An alarm�ng rumor that S�dorov had been murdered soon spread
over the yard. People gathered on the steps and looked at the
sold�er stretched mot�onless across the threshold. There were
wh�spers that the pol�ce ought to be sent for, but no one went to fetch
them, and no one could be persuaded to touch the sold�er.
Then the washerwoman Natal�a Kozlovsk�, �n a new, blue frock, w�th
a wh�te neckerch�ef, appeared on the scene. She pushed the people
as�de angr�ly, went �nto the entrance passage, squatted down, and
sa�d loudly:
"Fools! He �s al�ve! G�ve me some water!"



They began to protest.
"Don't meddle w�th what �s not your bus�ness!"
"Water, I tell you!" she cr�ed, as �f there were a f�re. She l�fted her
new frock over her knees �n a bus�nessl�ke manner, spread out her
undersk�rt, and la�d the sold�er's bleed�ng head on her knees.
The crowd d�spersed, d�sapprov�ng and fearful.
In the d�m l�ght of the passage I could see the eyes of the
washerwoman full of tears, flash�ng angr�ly �n her wh�te, round face. I
took her a pa�l of water, and she ordered me to throw �t over the
head and breast of S�dorov w�th the caut�on:
"Don't sp�ll �t over me. I am go�ng to pay a v�s�t to some fr�ends."
The sold�er came to h�mself, opened h�s dull eyes, and moaned.
"L�ft h�m up," sa�d Natal�a, hold�ng h�m under the armp�ts w�th her
hands outstretched lest he should so�l her frock. We carr�ed the
sold�er �nto the k�tchen and la�d h�m on the bed. She w�ped h�s face
w�th a wet cloth, and went away, say�ng:
"Soak the cloth �n water and hold �t to h�s head. I w�ll go and f�nd that
fool. Dev�ls! I suppose they won't be sat�sf�ed unt�l they have drunk
themselves �nto pr�son."
She went out, after sl�pp�ng her so�led underpett�coat to the floor,
fl�ng�ng �t �nto a corner and carefully smooth�ng out her rustl�ng,
crumpled frock.
S�dorov stretched h�mself, h�ccupped, s�ghed. Warm drops of th�ck
blood fell on my bare feet from h�s head. Th�s was unpleasant, but I
was too fr�ghtened to move my feet away from those drops.
It was b�tter. The sun shone fest�vely out �n the yard; the steps of the
houses and the gate were decorated w�th young b�rch; to each
pedestal were t�ed freshly cut branches of maple and mounta�n ash.
The whole street was gay w�th fol�age; everyth�ng was young, new.
Ever s�nce the morn�ng I had felt that the spr�ng hol�day had come to
stay, and that �t had made l�fe cleaner, br�ghter, and happ�er.



The sold�er was s�ck. The st�fl�ng odor of warm vodka and green
on�on f�lled the k�tchen. Aga�nst the w�ndow were pressed dull, m�sty,
broad faces, w�th flattened noses, and hands held aga�nst the�r
cheeks, wh�ch made them look h�deous.
The sold�er muttered as he recollected h�mself:
"What happened to me? D�d I fall, Ermokh�n? Go-o-od comrade!"
Then he began to cough, wept drunken tears, and groaned, "My l�ttle
s�ster! my l�ttle s�ster!"
He stood up, totter�ng, wet. He staggered, and, fall�ng back heav�ly
upon the bed, sa�d, roll�ng h�s eyes strangely:
"They have qu�te k�lled me!"
Th�s struck me as funny.
"What the dev�l are you laugh�ng at?" he asked, look�ng at me dully.
"What �s there to laugh at? I am k�lled forever!"
He began to h�t out at me w�th both hands, mutter�ng:
"The f�rst t�me was that of El�as the prophet; the second t�me, St.
George on h�s steed; the th�rd—Don't come near me! Go away,
wolf!"
"Don't be a fool!" I sa�d.
He became absurdly angry, roared, and stamped h�s feet.
"I am k�lled, and you—"
W�th h�s heavy, slow, d�rty hand he struck me �n the eyes. I set up a
howl, and bl�ndly made for the yard, where I ran �nto Natal�a lead�ng
Ermokh�n by the arm, cry�ng: "Come along, horse! What �s the matter
w�th you?" she asked, catch�ng hold of me.
"He has come to h�mself."
"Come to h�mself, eh?" she drawled �n amazement. And draw�ng
Ermokh�n along, she sa�d, "Well, werwolf, you may thank your God
for th�s!"



I washed my eyes w�th water, and, look�ng through the door of the
passage, saw the sold�ers make the�r peace, embrac�ng each other
and cry�ng. Then they both tr�ed to embrace Natal�a, but she h�t out
at them, shout�ng:
"Take your paws off me, curs! What do you take me for? Make haste
and get to sleep before your masters come home, or there w�ll be
trouble for you!"
She made them l�e down as �f they were l�ttle ch�ldren, the one on the
floor, the other on the pallet-bed, and when they began to snore,
came out �nto the porch.
"I am �n a mess, and I was dressed to go out v�s�t�ng, too! D�d he h�t
you? What a fool! That's what �t does—vodka! Don't dr�nk, l�ttle
fellow, never dr�nk."
Then I sat on the bench at the gate w�th her, and asked how �t was
that she was not afra�d of drunken people.
"I am not afra�d of sober people, e�ther. If they come near me, th�s �s
what they get!" She showed me her t�ghtly clenched, red f�st. "My
dead husband was also g�ven to dr�nk too much, and once when he
was drunk I t�ed h�s hands and feet. When he had slept �t off, I gave
h�m a b�rch�ng for h�s health. 'Don't dr�nk; don't get drunk when you
are marr�ed,' I sa�d. 'Your w�fe should be your amusement, and not
vodka.' Yes, I scolded h�m unt�l I was t�red, and after that he was l�ke
wax �n my hands."
"You are strong," I sa�d, remember�ng the woman Eve, who dece�ved
even God H�mself.
Natal�a repl�ed, w�th a s�gh:
"A woman needs more strength than a man. She has to have
strength enough for two, and God has bestowed �t upon her. Man �s
an unstable creature."
She spoke calmly, w�thout mal�ce, s�tt�ng w�th her arms folded over
her large bosom, rest�ng her back aga�nst the fence, her eyes f�xed
sadly on the dusty gutter full of rubb�sh. L�sten�ng to her clever talk, I
forgot all about the t�me. Suddenly I saw my master com�ng along



arm �n arm w�th the m�stress. They were walk�ng slowly, pompously,
l�ke a turkey-cock w�th h�s hen, and, look�ng at us attent�vely, sa�d
someth�ng to each other.
I ran to open the front door for them, and as she came up the steps
the m�stress sa�d to me, venomously:
"So you are court�ng the washerwoman? Are you learn�ng to carry
on w�th lad�es of that low class?"
Th�s was so stup�d that �t d�d not even annoy me but I felt offended
when the master sa�d, laugh�ng:
"What do you expect? It �s t�me."
The next morn�ng when I went �nto the shed for the wood I found an
empty purse, �n the square hole wh�ch was made for the hook of the
door. As I had seen �t many t�mes �n the hands of S�dorov I took �t to
h�m at once.
"Where �s the money gone?" he asked, feel�ng �ns�de the purse w�th
h�s f�ngers. "Th�rty rubles there were! G�ve them here!"
H�s head was enveloped �n a turban formed of a towel. Look�ng
yellow and wasted, he bl�nked at me angr�ly w�th h�s swollen eyes,
and refused to bel�eve that I had found the purse empty.
Ermokh�n came �n and backed h�m up, shak�ng h�s head at me.
"It �s he who has stolen �t. Take h�m to h�s master. Sold�ers do not
steal from sold�ers."
These words made me th�nk that he had stolen the money h�mself
and had thrown the purse �nto my shed. I called out to h�s face,
w�thout hes�tat�on:
"L�ar! You stole �t yourself!"
I was conv�nced that I had guessed r�ght when I saw h�s wooden
face drawn crooked w�th fear and rage. As he wr�thed, he cr�ed
shr�lly:
"Prove �t!"



How could I prove �t? Ermokh�n dragged me, w�th a shout, across the
yard. S�dorov followed us, also shout�ng. Several people put the�r
heads out of the w�ndows. The mother of Queen Margot looked on,
smok�ng calmly. I real�zed that I had fallen �n the esteem of my lady,
and I went mad.
I remember the sold�ers dragg�ng me by the arms and my employers
stand�ng before them, sympathet�cally agree�ng w�th them, as they
l�stened to the compla�nt. Also the m�stress say�ng:
"Of course he took �t! He was court�ng the washerwoman at the gate
last even�ng, and he must have had some money. No one gets
anyth�ng from her w�thout money."
"That's true," cr�ed Ermokh�n.
I was swept off my feet, consumed by a w�ld rage. I began to abuse
the m�stress, and was soundly beaten.
But �t was not so much the beat�ng wh�ch tortured me as the thought
of what my Queen Margot was now th�nk�ng of me. How should I
ever set myself r�ght �n her eyes? B�tter were my thoughts �n that
dreadful t�me. I d�d not strangle myself only because I had not the
t�me to do so.
Fortunately for me, the sold�ers spread the story over the whole yard,
the whole street, and �n the even�ng, as I lay �n the att�c, I heard the
loud vo�ce of Natal�a Kozlovsk� below.
"No! Why should I hold my tongue? No, my dear fellow, get away!
Get along w�th you! Go away, I say! If you don't, I w�ll go to your
gentleman, and he w�ll g�ve you someth�ng!"
I felt at once that th�s no�se was about me. She was shout�ng near
our steps; her vo�ce rang out loudly and tr�umphantly.
"How much money d�d you show me yesterday? Where d�d you get �t
from? Tell us!"
Hold�ng my breath w�th joy, I heard S�dorov drawl sadly:
"A�e! a�e! Ermokh�n—"



"And the boy has had the blame for �t? He has been beaten for �t,
eh?"
I felt l�ke runn�ng down to the yard, danc�ng there for joy, k�ss�ng the
washerwoman out of grat�tude; but at that moment, apparently from
the w�ndow, my m�stress cr�ed:
"The boy was beaten because he was �nsolent. No one bel�eved that
he was a th�ef except you, you slut!"
"Slut yourself, madam! You are noth�ng better than a cow, �f you w�ll
perm�t me to say so."
I l�stened to th�s quarrel as �f �t were mus�c. My heart burned w�th hot
tears of self-p�ty, and grat�tude to Natal�a. I held my breath �n the
effort to keep them back.
Then the master came slowly up to the att�c, sat on a project�ng
beam near me, and sa�d, smooth�ng h�s ha�r:
"Well, brother Pyeshkov, and so you had noth�ng to do w�th �t?"
I turned my face away w�thout speak�ng.
"All the same, your language was h�deous," he went on. I announced
qu�etly:
"As soon as I can get up I shall leave you."
He sat on �n s�lence, smok�ng a c�garette. Look�ng f�xedly at �ts end,
he sa�d �n a low vo�ce:
"What of �t? That �s your bus�ness. You are not a l�ttle boy any longer;
you must look about and see what �s the best th�ng for yourself."
Then he went away. As usual, I felt sorry for h�m.
Four days after th�s I left that house. I had a pass�onate des�re to say
good-by to Queen Margot, but I had not the audac�ty to go to her,
though I confess I thought that she would have sent for me herself.
When I bade good-by to the l�ttle g�rl I sa�d:
"Tell your mother that I thank her very much, w�ll you?"



"Yes, I w�ll," she prom�sed, and she sm�led lov�ngly and tenderly.
"Good-by t�ll to-morrow, eh? Yes?"
I met her aga�n twenty years later, marr�ed to an off�cer �n the
gendarmer�e.

CHAPTER XI

Once more I became a washer-up on a steamboat, the Perm, a boat
as wh�te as a swan, spac�ous, and sw�ft. Th�s t�me I was a "black"
washer-up, or a "k�tchen man." I rece�ved seven rubles a month, and
my dut�es were to help the cook.
The steward, stout and bloated, was as bald as a b�ll�ard-ball. He
walked heav�ly up and down the deck all day long w�th h�s hands
clasped beh�nd h�s back, l�ke a boar look�ng for a shady corner on a
sultry day. H�s w�fe flaunted herself �n the buffet. She was a woman
of about forty, handsome, but faded, and so th�ckly powdered that
her colored dress was covered w�th the wh�te, st�cky dust that fell
from her cheeks.
The k�tchen was ruled over by an expens�ve cook, Ivan Ivanov�ch,
whose surname was Medvyejenok. He was a small, stout man, w�th
an aqu�l�ne nose and mock�ng eyes. He was a coxcomb, wore
starched collars, and shaved every day. H�s cheeks were dark blue,
and h�s dark mustaches curled upward. He spent all h�s spare
moments �n the arrangement of these mustaches, pull�ng at them
w�th f�ngers sta�ned by h�s work at the stove, and look�ng at them �n a
small handglass.
The most �nterest�ng person on the boat was the stoker, Yaakov
Shumov, a broad-chested, square man. H�s snub-nosed face was as
smooth as a spade; h�s coffee-colored eyes were h�dden under th�ck
eyebrows; h�s cheeks were covered w�th small, br�stl�ng ha�rs, l�ke
the moss wh�ch �s found �n marshes; and the same sort of ha�r,
through wh�ch he could hardly pass h�s crooked f�ngers, formed a
close-f�tt�ng cap for h�s head.



He was sk�lful �n games of cards for money, and h�s greed was
amaz�ng. He was always hang�ng about the k�tchen l�ke a hungry
dog, ask�ng for p�eces of meat and bones. In the even�ngs he used
to take h�s tea w�th Medvyejenok and relate amaz�ng stor�es about
h�mself. In h�s youth he had been ass�stant to the town shepherd of
R�az�n. Then a pass�ng monk lured h�m �nto a monastery, where he
served for four years.
"And I should have become a monk, a black star of God," he sa�d �n
h�s qu�ck, com�cal way, "�f a p�lgr�m had not come to our clo�ster from
Penza. She was very enterta�n�ng, and she upset me. 'Eh, you 're a
f�ne strong fellow,' says she, 'and I am a respectable w�dow and
lonely. You shall come to me,' she says. 'I have my own house, and I
deal �n e�der-down and feathers.' That su�ted me, and I went to her. I
became her lover, and l�ved w�th her as comfortably as warm bread
�n a oven, for three years."
"You l�e hard�ly," Medvyejenok �nterrupted h�m, anx�ously exam�n�ng
a p�mple on h�s nose. "If l�es could make money, you would be worth
thousands."
Yaakov hummed. The blue, br�stl�ng ha�rs moved on h�s �mpass�ve
face, and h�s shaggy mustaches qu�vered. After he had heard the
cook's remark he cont�nued as calmly and qu�ckly as before:
"She was older than I, and she began to bore me. Then I must go
and take up w�th her n�ece, and she found �t out, and turned me out
by the scruff of the neck."
"And served you r�ght, you d�d not deserve anyth�ng better," sa�d the
cook as eas�ly and smoothly as Yaakov h�mself.
The stoker went on, w�th a lump of sugar �n h�s cheek:
"I was at a loose end t�ll I came across an old Volod�merz�an peddler.
Together we wandered all over the world. We went to the Balkan
H�lls to Turkey �tself, to Ruman�a, and to Greece, to d�fferent parts of
Austr�a. We v�s�ted every nat�on. Wherever there were l�kely to be
buyers, there we went, and sold our goods."
"And stole others?" asked the cook, gravely.



"'No? no!' the old man sa�d to me. 'You must act honestly �n a
strange land, for they are so str�ct here, �t �s sa�d, that they w�ll cut off
your head for a mere noth�ng.' It �s true that I d�d try to steal, but the
result was not at all consol�ng. I managed to get a horse away from
the yard of a certa�n merchant, but I had done no more than that
when they caught me, knocked me about, and dragged me to the
pol�ce stat�on. There were two of us. The other was a real horse-
stealer, but I d�d �t only for the fun of the th�ng. But I had been
work�ng at the merchant's house, putt�ng �n a new stove for h�s bath,
and the merchant fell �ll, and had bad dreams about me, wh�ch
alarmed h�m, so that he begged the mag�strate, 'Let h�m go,'—that
was me, you know,—'let h�m go; for I have had dreams about h�m,
and �f you don't let h�m off, you w�ll never be well. It �s pla�n that he �s
a w�zard.' That was me, �f you please—a w�zard! However, the
merchant was a person of �nfluence, and they let me go."
"I should not have let you go. I should have let you l�e �n water for
three days to wash the foolery out of you," sa�d the cook.
Yaakov �nstantly se�zed upon h�s words.
"True, there �s a lot of folly about me, and that �s the fact—enough
folly for a whole v�llage."
Thrust�ng h�s f�ngers �nto h�s t�ght collar, the cook angr�ly dragged �t
up, and compla�ned �n a tone of vexat�on:
"F�ddlest�cks! How a v�lla�n l�ke you can l�ve, gorge h�mself, dr�nk,
and stroll about the world, beats me. I should l�ke to know what use
you are."
Munch�ng, the stoker, answered:
"I don't know myself. I l�ve, and that �s all I can say about �t. One man
l�es down, and another walks about. A ch�novn�k leads a sedentary
l�fe, but every one must eat."
The cook was more �ncensed than ever.
"You are such a sw�ne that you are absolutely unbearable. Really,
p�gs' food—"



"What are you �n such a rage about?" asked Yaakov, surpr�sed. "All
men are acorns from the same oak. But don't you abuse me. It won't
make me any better, you know."
Th�s man attracted me and held me at once. I gazed at h�m w�th
unbounded aston�shment, and l�stened to h�m w�th open mouth. I
had an �dea that he possessed a deep knowledge of l�fe. He sa�d
"thou" to every one, looked at every one from under h�s bushy brows
w�th the same stra�ght and �ndependent glance, and treated every
one—the capta�n, the steward, and the f�rst-class passengers, who
were very haughty—as �f they were the equals of h�mself, the sa�lors,
the wa�ters, and the deck passengers.
Somet�mes he stood before the capta�n or the ch�ef eng�neer, w�th
h�s ape-l�ke hands clasped beh�nd h�s back, and l�stened wh�le they
scolded h�m for laz�ness, or for hav�ng unscrupulously won money at
cards. He l�stened, but �t was ev�dent that scold�ng made not the
sl�ghtest �mpress�on upon h�m, and that the threats to put h�m off the
boat at the f�rst stopp�ng-place d�d not fr�ghten h�m. There was
someth�ng al�en about h�m, as there had been about "Good
Bus�ness." Ev�dently he was aware of h�s own pecul�ar�t�es and of
the fact that people could not understand h�m.
I never once knew th�s man to be offended, and, when I th�nk of �t, do
not remember that he was ever s�lent for long. From h�s rough mouth
and, as �t were, desp�te h�mself, a stream of words always flowed.
When he was be�ng scolded or when he was l�sten�ng to some
�nterest�ng story, h�s l�ps moved just as �f he were repeat�ng what he
heard to h�mself or s�mply cont�nued speak�ng qu�etly to h�mself.
Every day, when he had f�n�shed h�s watch, he cl�mbed out of the
stoke-hole, barefooted, sweat�ng, smeared w�th naphtha, �n a wet
sh�rt w�thout a belt, show�ng h�s bare chest covered w�th th�ck, curly
ha�r, and that very m�nute h�s even, monotonous, deep vo�ce could
be heard across the deck. H�s words followed one another l�ke drops
of ra�n.
"Good morn�ng, Mother! Where are you go�ng? To Ch�stopol? I know
�t; I have been there. I l�ved �n the house of a r�ch Tatar workman; h�s
name was Usan Guba�ldul�n. The old man had three w�ves. A robust



man he was, w�th a red face, and one of h�s w�ves was young. An
amu-u-s�ng l�ttle Tatar g�rl she was."
He had been everywhere, and apparently had comm�tted s�n w�th all
the women who had crossed h�s path. He spoke of every one w�thout
mal�ce, calmly, as he had never �n h�s l�fe been hurt or scolded. In a
few m�nutes h�s vo�ce would be heard �n the stern.
"Good people, who w�ll have a game of cards? Just a l�ttle flutter, e�?
Cards are a consolat�on. You can make money s�tt�ng down, a
prof�table undertak�ng."
I not�ced that he hardly ever sa�d that anyth�ng was good, bad, or
abom�nable, but always that �t was amus�ng, consol�ng, or cur�ous. A
beaut�ful woman was to h�m an amus�ng l�ttle female. A f�ne sunny
day was a consol�ng l�ttle day. But more often than anyth�ng else he
sa�d:
"I sp�t upon �t!"
He was looked upon as lazy, but �t seemed to me that he performed
h�s labor�ous task �n that �nfernal, suffocat�ng, and fet�d heat as
consc�ent�ously as any of the others. I never remember that he
compla�ned of wear�ness or heat, as the other stokers d�d.
One day some one stole a purse conta�n�ng money from one of the
old women passengers. It was a clear, qu�et even�ng; every one was
am�able and peaceably �ncl�ned. The capta�n gave the old woman
f�ve rubles. The passengers also collected a small sum among
themselves. When the old woman was g�ven the money, she
crossed herself, and bowed low, say�ng:
"K�nd fr�ends, you have g�ven me three greven too much."
Some one cr�ed gayly:
"Take �t all, my good woman,—all that your eyes fall upon. Why do
you talk nonsense? No one can have too much."
But Yaakov went to the old woman and sa�d qu�te ser�ously:
"G�ve me what you don't want; I w�ll play cards w�th �t."



The people around laughed, th�nk�ng that the stoker was jok�ng, but
he went on urg�ng the confused woman persever�ngly:
"Come, g�ve �t to me, woman! What do you want the money for? To-
morrow you w�ll be �n the churchyard."
They drove h�m away w�th abuse, but he sa�d to me, shak�ng h�s
head, and greatly surpr�sed:
"How funny people are! Why do they �nterfere �n what does not
concern them? She sa�d herself that she had more than she wanted.
And three greven would have been very consol�ng to me."
The very s�ght of money ev�dently pleased h�m. Wh�le he was talk�ng
he loved to clean the s�lver and brass on h�s breeches, and would
pol�sh co�ns t�ll they shone. Mov�ng h�s eyebrows up and down, he
would gaze at them, hold�ng them �n h�s crooked f�ngers before h�s
snub-nosed face. But he was not avar�c�ous.
One day he asked me to play w�th h�m, but I could not. "You don't
know how?" he cr�ed. "How �s that? And you call yourself educated!
You must learn. We w�ll play for lumps of sugar."
He won from me half a pound of the best sugar, and h�d every lump
�n h�s furry cheek. As soon as he found that I knew how to play he
sa�d:
"Now we w�ll play ser�ously for money. Have you any money?"
"I have f�ve rubles."
"And I have two."
As may be �mag�ned, he soon won from me. Des�r�ng to have my
revenge, I staked my jacket, worth f�ve rubles, and lost. Then I
staked my new boots, and lost aga�n. Yaakov sa�d to me, unw�ll�ngly,
almost crossly:
"No, you don't know how to play yet; you get too hot about �t. You
must go and stake everyth�ng, even your boots. I don't care for that
sort of th�ng. Come, take back your clothes and your money,—four
rubles,—and I w�ll keep a ruble for teach�ng you. Agreed?"
I was very grateful to h�m.



"It �s a th�ng to sp�t upon," he sa�d �n answer to my thanks. "A game
�s a game, just an amusement, you know; but you would turn �t �nto a
quarrel. And even �n a quarrel �t does n't do to get too warm. You
want to calculate the force of your blows. What have you to get �n a
stew about? You are young; you must learn to hold yourself �n. The
f�rst t�me you don't succeed; f�ve t�mes you don't succeed; the
seventh t�me—sp�t! Go away, get yourself cool, and have another go!
That �s play�ng the game."
He del�ghted me more and more, and yet he jarred on me.
Somet�mes h�s stor�es rem�nded me of grandmother. There was a lot
�n h�m wh�ch attracted me, but h�s l�felong hab�t of dull �nd�fference
repelled me v�olently.
Once at sunset a drunken second-class passenger, a corpulent
merchant of Perm, fell overboard, and was carr�ed away, struggl�ng
on the red-gold waterway. The eng�neers hast�ly shut off steam, and
the boat came to a standst�ll, send�ng off a cloud of foam from the
wheel, wh�ch the red beams of the sun made look l�ke blood. In that
blood-red, seeth�ng, caldron a dark body struggled, already far away
from the stern of the boat. W�ld cr�es were heard from the r�ver; one's
heart shook. The passengers also screamed, and jostled one
another, roll�ng about the deck, crowd�ng �nto the stern. The fr�end of
the drown�ng man, also drunk, red, and bald, h�t out w�th h�s f�sts and
roared:
"Get out of the way! I w�ll soon get h�m!"
Two sa�lors had already thrown themselves �nto the water, and were
sw�mm�ng toward the drown�ng man. The boats were let down. Am�d
the shouts of the commander and the shr�eks of the women Yaakov's
deep vo�ce rang out calmly and evenly:
"He w�ll be drowned; he w�ll certa�nly be drowned, because he has
h�s clothes on. Fully dressed as he �s, he must certa�nly drown. Look
at women for example. Why do they always drown sooner than
men? Because of the�r pett�coats. A woman, when she falls �nto the
water, goes stra�ght to the bottom, l�ke a pound we�ght. You w�ll see
that he w�ll be drowned. I do not speak at random."



As a matter of fact, the merchant was drowned. They sought for h�m
for two hours, and fa�led to f�nd h�m. H�s compan�on, sobered, sat on
the deck, and, pant�ng heav�ly, muttered pla�nt�vely:
"We are almost there. What w�ll happen when we arr�ve, eh? What
w�ll h�s fam�ly say? He had a fam�ly."
Yaakov stood �n front of h�m, w�th h�s hands beh�nd h�s back, and
began to console h�m.
"There �s noth�ng to worry about. No one knows when he �s dest�ned
to d�e. One man w�ll eat mushrooms, fall �ll and d�e, wh�le thousands
of people can eat mushrooms and be all the better for them. Yet one
w�ll d�e. And what are mushrooms?"
Broad and strong, he stood l�ke a rock �n front of the merchant, and
poured h�s words over h�m l�ke bran. At f�rst the merchant wept
s�lently, w�p�ng the tears from h�s beard w�th h�s broad palms, but
when he had heard h�m out, he roared:
"What do you mean by tortur�ng me l�ke th�s? Fellow-Chr�st�ans, take
h�m away, or there w�ll be murder!"
Yaakov went away, calmly say�ng:
"How funny people are! You go to them out of k�ndness, and all they
do �s to abuse you!"
Somet�mes I thought the stoker a fool, but more often I thought that
he purposely pretended to be stup�d. I asked h�m stra�ght out about
h�s youth and h�s wander�ngs around the world. The result was not
what I meant �t to be. Throw�ng h�s head back, almost clos�ng h�s
dark, copper-colored eyes, he stroked h�s mossy face w�th h�s hand
and drawled:
"People everywhere, Brother,—everywhere,—are s�mple as ants!
And where there are people, there �s always trouble, I tell you! The
greater number, of course, are peasants. The earth �s absolutely
strewn w�th muzh�ks,—l�ke autumn leaves, as we say. I have seen
the Bulgars, and Greeks, too, and those—what do you call them?—
Serb�ans; Ruman�ans also, and all k�nds of G�ps�es. Are there many
d�fferent sorts? What sort of people? What do you mean by that? In



the towns they are townspeople, and �n the country—why, they are
just l�ke the country people among us. They resemble them �n many
ways. Some of them even speak our tongue, though badly, as, for
�nstance, the Tatars and the Mordovans. The Greeks cannot speak
our language. They chatter whatever comes �nto the�r heads, and �t
sounds l�ke words; but what they say or about what �t �s �mposs�ble to
understand. You have to talk on your f�ngers to them. But my old
man managed to talk so that even the Greeks understood h�m. He
muttered someth�ng, and they knew what he meant. An artful old
man he was. He knew how to work upon them. Aga�n you want to
know what sort of people? You funny fellow! What should people be
l�ke? They were black, of course; and the Ruman�ans, too, were of
the same fa�th. The Bulgars are also black, but they hold the same
rel�g�on as ourselves. As for the Greeks, they are of the same race
as the Turks."
It seemed to me that he was not tell�ng me all he knew; that there
was someth�ng wh�ch he d�d not w�sh to tell. From �llustrat�ons �n the
magaz�nes I knew that the cap�tal of Greece was Athens, an anc�ent
and most beaut�ful town. But Yaakov shook h�s head doubtfully as he
rejected the �dea.
"They have been tell�ng you l�es, my fr�end. There �s no place called
Athens, but there �s a place called Athon; only �t �s not a town, but a
h�ll w�th a monastery on �t, and that �s all. It �s called the Holy H�ll of
Athon. There are p�ctures of �t; the old man used to sell them. There
�s a town called Byelgorod, wh�ch stands on the Douna� R�ver, bu�lt �n
the style of Yaroslav or N�jn�. The�r towns are noth�ng out of the
ord�nary, but the�r v�llages, that �s another matter. The�r women, too
—well, they are absolutely k�ll�ngly pleasant. I very nearly stayed
there altogether for the sake of one. What the deuce was her
name?"
He rubbed h�s persp�r�ng face hard w�th the palms of h�s hands, and
h�s coarse ha�r cl�cked softly. In h�s throat, somewhere deep down,
rumbled h�s laugh, l�ke the rattle of a drum.
"How forgetful a man can be! And yet, you know, we were—When
she sa�d good-by to me—she cr�ed, and I cr�ed, too. Good—go-o—"



Calmly and w�th an ent�re absence of ret�cence, he began to �nstruct
me �n the way to behave to women.
We were s�tt�ng on the deck. The warm moonl�ght n�ght swam to
meet us; the meadow-land of the shore was hardly v�s�ble beyond
the s�lver water. In the heavens tw�nkled yellow l�ghts; these were
certa�n stars wh�ch had been capt�vated by the earth. All around
there was movement, sleeplessly palp�tat�ng, qu�et; but real l�fe was
go�ng on. Into th�s pleasant, melancholy s�lence fell the hoarse
words:
"And so we let go of each other's hands and parted."
Yaakov's stor�es were �mmodest, but not repuls�ve, for they were
ne�ther boastful nor cruel, and there was a r�ng of artlessness and
sorrow �n them. The moon �n the sky was also shamelessly naked,
and moved me �n the same way, sett�ng me frett�ng for I knew not
what. I remembered only what was good, the very best th�ng �n my
l�fe—Queen Margot and the verses, unforgettable �n the�r truth:

Only a song has need of beauty,
Wh�le beauty has no need of songs.

Shak�ng off th�s dreamy mood as �f �t had been a l�ght doze, I aga�n
asked the stoker about h�s l�fe and what he had seen.
"You 're a funny fellow," he sa�d. "What am I to tell you? I have seen
everyth�ng. You ask have I seen a monastery? I have. Trakt�rs? I
have seen them also. I have seen the l�fe of a gentleman and the l�fe
of a peasant. I have l�ved well-fed, and I have l�ved hungry."



Slowly, as �f he were cross�ng a deep stream by a shaky, dangerous
br�dge, he recalled the past.
"For �nstance, I was s�tt�ng �n the pol�ce stat�on after the horse-
steal�ng affa�r. 'They w�ll send me to S�ber�a,' I was th�nk�ng when the
constable began to rage because the stove �n h�s new house
smoked. I sa�d to h�m, 'Th�s �s a bus�ness wh�ch I can set r�ght for
you, your Honor,' He shut me up. 'It �s a th�ng,' he grumbled, 'wh�ch
the cleverest workman could not manage.' Then I sa�d to h�m,
'Somet�mes a shepherd �s cleverer than a general.' I felt very brave
toward every one just then. Noth�ng mattered now, w�th S�ber�a
before me. 'All r�ght; try,' he sa�d, 'but �f �t smokes worse afterwards I
w�ll break all your bones for you.' In two days I had f�n�shed the work.
The constable was aston�shed. 'Ach!' he cr�ed, 'you fool, you
blockhead! Why, you are a sk�lled workman, and you steal horses!
How �s �t?' I sa�d to h�m, 'That was s�mply a p�ece of foolery, your
Honor.' 'That's true,' he sa�d, '�t was foolery. I am sorry for you.' 'Yes, I
am sorry,' he repeated. Do you see? A man �n the pol�ce force,
carry�ng out h�s dut�es w�thout remorse, and yet he was sorry for
me."
"Well, what happened then?" I asked h�m.
"Noth�ng. He was sorry for me. What else should happen?"
"What was the use of p�ty�ng you? You are l�ke a stone."
Yaakov laughed good-naturedly.
"Funny fellow! A stone, you say? Well, one may feel for stones. A
stone also serves �n �ts proper place; streets are paved w�th stones.
One ought to p�ty all k�nds of mater�als; noth�ng �s �n �ts place by
chance. What �s so�l? Yet l�ttle blades of grass grow �n �t."
When the stoker spoke l�ke th�s, �t was qu�te clear to me that he
knew someth�ng more than I could grasp.
"What do you th�nk of the cook?" I asked h�m.
"Of Medvyejenok?" sa�d Yaakov, calmly. "What do I th�nk of h�m?
There �s noth�ng to th�nk about h�m at all."



That was true. Ivan Ivanov�ch was so str�ctly correct and smooth that
one's thoughts could get no gr�p on h�m. There was only one
�nterest�ng th�ng about h�m: he loved the stoker, was always scold�ng
h�m, and yet always �nv�ted h�m to tea.
One day he sa�d to h�m:
"If you had been my serf and I had been your master, I would have
flogged you seven t�mes each week, you sluggard!"
Yaakov repl�ed �n a ser�ous tone:
"Seven t�mes? That's rather a lot!"
Although he abused the stoker, the cook for some reason or other
fed h�m w�th all k�nds of th�ngs. He would throw a morsel to h�m
roughly and say:
"There. Gobble �t up!"
Yaakov would devour �t w�thout any haste, say�ng:
"I am accumulat�ng a reserve of strength through you, Ivan
Ivanov�ch."
"And what �s the use of strength to you, lazy-bones?"
"What �s the use? Why, I shall l�ve all the longer for �t."
"Why should you l�ve, useless one?"
"But useless people go on l�v�ng. Bes�des, you know, �t �s very
amus�ng to be al�ve, �s n't �t? L�v�ng, Ivan Ivanov�ch, �s a very
comfort�ng bus�ness."
"What an �d�ot!"
"Why do you say that?"
"I-d�-ot!"
"There's a way of speak�ng!" sa�d Yaakov �n amazement, and
Medvyejenok sa�d to me:
"Just th�nk of �t! We dry up our blood and roast the marrow out of our
bones �n that �nfernal heat at the stoves wh�le he guzzles l�ke a
boar!"



"Every one must work out h�s own fate," sa�d the stoker, mast�cat�ng.
I knew that to stoke the furnaces was heav�er and hotter work than to
stand at the stove, for I had tr�ed several t�mes at n�ght to stoke w�th
Yaakov, and �t seemed strange to me that he d�d not enl�ghten the
cook w�th regard to the heav�ness of h�s labors. Yes, th�s man
certa�nly had a pecul�ar knowledge of h�s own.
They all scolded h�m,—the capta�n, the eng�neer, the f�rst mate, all of
those who must have known he was not lazy. I thought �t very
strange. Why d�d they not appra�se h�m r�ghtly? The stokers behaved
cons�derably better to h�m than the rest although they made fun of
h�s �ncessant chatter and h�s love of cards.
I asked them: "What do you th�nk of Yaakov? Is he a good man?"
"Yaakov? He's all r�ght. You can't upset h�m whatever you do, even �f
you were to put hot coals �n h�s chest."
What w�th h�s heavy labor at the bo�lers, and h�s appet�te of a horse,
the stoker slept but l�ttle. Often, when the watches were changed,
w�thout chang�ng h�s clothes, sweat�ng and d�rty, he stayed the whole
n�ght on deck, talk�ng w�th the passengers, and play�ng cards.
In my eyes he was l�ke a locked trunk �n wh�ch someth�ng was
h�dden wh�ch I s�mply must have, and I obst�nately sought the key by
wh�ch I m�ght open �t.
"What you are dr�v�ng at, l�ttle brother, I cannot, for the l�fe of me,
understand," he would say, look�ng at me w�th h�s eyes almost
h�dden under h�s eyebrows. "It �s a fact that I have traveled about the
world a lot. What about �t? Funny fellow! You had far better l�sten to a
story I have to tell you about what happened to me once——"
And he told me how there had l�ved, somewhere �n one of the towns
he had passed through, a young consumpt�ve lawyer who had a
German w�fe—a f�ne, healthy woman, w�thout ch�ldren. And th�s
German woman was �n love w�th a dry-goods merchant. The
merchant was marr�ed, and h�s w�fe was beaut�ful and had three
ch�ldren. When he d�scovered that the German woman was �n love
w�th h�m, he planned to play a pract�cal joke on her. He told her to



meet h�m �n the garden at n�ght, and �nv�ted two of h�s fr�ends to
come w�th h�m, h�d�ng them �n the garden among the bushes.
"Wonderful! When the German woman came, he sa�d, 'Here she �s,
all there!' And to her, he sa�d, 'I am no use to you, lady; I am marr�ed.
But I have brought two of my fr�ends to you. One of them �s a
w�dower, and the other a bachelor.' The German woman—ach! she
gave h�m such a slap on the face that he fell over the garden bench,
and then she trampled h�s ugly mug and h�s th�ck head w�th her heel!
I had brought her there, for I was dvorn�k at the lawyer's house. I
looked through a ch�nk �n the fence, and saw how the soup was
bo�l�ng. Then the fr�ends sprang out upon her, and se�zed her by the
ha�r, and I dashed over the fence, and beat them off. 'You must not
do th�s, Mr. Merchants!' I sa�d. The lady had come trustfully, and he
had �mag�ned that she had ev�l �ntent�ons. I took her away, and they
threw a br�ck at me, and bru�sed my head. She was overcome w�th
gr�ef, and almost bes�de herself. She sa�d to me, as we crossed the
yard: 'I shall go back to my own people, the Germans, as soon as
my husband d�es!' I sa�d to her, 'Of course you must go back to
them.' And when the lawyer d�ed, she went away. She was very k�nd,
and so clever, too! And the lawyer was k�nd, too,—God rest h�s
soul!"
Not be�ng qu�te sure that I had understood the mean�ng of th�s story,
I was s�lent. I was consc�ous of someth�ng fam�l�ar, someth�ng wh�ch
had happened before, someth�ng p�t�less and bl�nd about �t. But what
could I say?
"Do you th�nk that �s a good story?" asked Yaakov.
I sa�d someth�ng, mak�ng some confused object�ons, but he
expla�ned calmly:
"People who have more than �s necessary are eas�ly amused, but
somet�mes, when they want to play a tr�ck on some one, �t turns out
not to be fun at all. It does n't come off as they expected. Merchants
are bra�ny people, of course. Commerce demands no l�ttle
cleverness, and the l�fe of clever persons �s very dull, you see, so
they l�ke to amuse themselves."



Beyond the prow, all �n a foam, the r�ver rushed sw�ftly. The seeth�ng,
runn�ng water was aud�ble, the dark shore gl�d�ng slowly along w�th
�t. On the deck lay snor�ng passengers. Among the benches, among
the sleep�ng bod�es, a tall faded woman �n a black frock, w�th
uncovered gray head, moved qu�etly, com�ng towards us. The stoker,
nudg�ng me, sa�d softly:
"Look—she �s �n trouble!"
And �t seemed to me that other people's gr�efs were amus�ng to h�m.
He told me many stor�es, and I l�stened greed�ly. I remember h�s
stor�es perfectly, but I do not remember one of them that was happy.
He spoke more calmly than books. In books, I was often consc�ous
of the feel�ngs of the wr�ter,—of h�s rage, h�s joy, h�s gr�ef, h�s
mockery; but the stoker never mocked, never judged. Noth�ng
exc�ted e�ther h�s d�sgust or h�s pleasure to any extent. He spoke l�ke
an �mpart�al w�tness at a tr�al, l�ke a man who was a stranger al�ke to
accuser, accused, and judge. Th�s equan�m�ty aroused �n me an
ever-�ncreas�ng sense of �rr�tated sorrow, a feel�ng of angry d�sl�ke for
Yaakov.
L�fe burned before h�s eyes l�ke the flame of the stove beneath the
bo�lers. He stood �n front of the stove w�th a wooden mallet �n h�s
pock-marked, coffee-colored hands, and softly struck the edge of the
regulator, d�m�n�sh�ng or �ncreas�ng the heat.
"Hasn't all th�s done you harm?"
"Who would harm me? I am strong. You see what blows I can g�ve!"
"I am not speak�ng of blows, but has not your soul been �njured?"
"The soul cannot be hurt. The soul does not rece�ve �njur�es," he
sa�d. "Souls are not affected by any human agency, by anyth�ng
external."
The deck passengers, the sa�lors, every one, �n fact, used to speak
of the soul as often and as much as they spoke of the land, of the�r
work, of food and women. "Soul" �s the tenth word �n the speech of
s�mple people, a word express�ve of l�fe and movement.



I d�d not l�ke to hear th�s word so hab�tually on people's sl�ppery
tongues, and when the peasants used foul language, def�l�ng the�r
souls, �t struck me to the heart.
I remember so well how carefully grandmother used to speak of the
soul,—that secret receptacle of love, beauty, and joy. I bel�eved that,
after the death of a good person, wh�te angels carr�ed h�s soul to the
good God of my grandmother, and He greeted �t w�th tenderness.
"Well, my dear one, my pure one, thou hast suffered and langu�shed
below."
And He would g�ve the soul the w�ngs of seraph�m—s�x wh�te w�ngs.
Yaakov Shumov spoke of the soul as carefully, as reluctantly, and as
seldom as grandmother. When he was abused, he never
blasphemed, and when others d�scussed the soul he sa�d noth�ng,
bow�ng h�s red, bull-l�ke neck. When I asked h�m what the soul was
l�ke, he repl�ed:
"The soul �s the breath of God."
Th�s d�d not enl�ghten me much, and I asked for more; upon wh�ch
the stoker, �ncl�n�ng h�s head, sa�d:
"Even pr�ests do not know much about the soul, l�ttle brother; that �s
h�dden from us."
He held my thoughts cont�nually, �n a stubborn effort to understand
h�m, but �t was an unsuccessful effort. I saw noth�ng else but h�m. He
shut out everyth�ng else w�th h�s broad f�gure.
The stewardess bore herself towards me w�th susp�c�ous k�ndness.
In the morn�ng, I was deputed to take hot water for wash�ng to her,
although th�s was the duty of the second-class chamberma�d, Lusha,
a fresh, merry g�rl. When I stood �n the narrow cab�n, near the
stewardess, who was str�pped to the wa�st, and looked upon her
yellow body, flabby as half-baked pastry, I thought of the l�ssom,
swarthy body of "Queen Margot," and felt d�sgusted. And the
stewardess talked all the t�me, now compla�n�ngly and scold�ng, now
crossly and mock�ngly.



I d�d not grasp the mean�ng of her speech, although I d�mly guessed
at �t—at �ts p�t�ful, low, shameful mean�ng. But I was not d�sturbed by
�t. I l�ved far away from the stewardess, and from all that went on �n
the boat. I l�ved beh�nd a great rugged rock, wh�ch h�d from me all
that world. All that went on dur�ng those days and n�ghts flowed
away �nto space.
"Our Gavr�lovna �s qu�te �n love w�th you." I heard the laugh�ng words
of Lusha as �n a dream. "Open your mouth, and take your
happ�ness."
And not only d�d she make fun of me, but all the d�n�ng-room
attendants knew of the weakness of the�r m�stress. The cook sa�d,
w�th a frown:
"The woman has tasted everyth�ng, and now she has a fancy for
pastry! People l�ke that——! You look, Pyeshkov, before you leap."
And Yaakov also gave me paternal adv�ce.
"Of course, �f you were a year or two older, I should g�ve you d�fferent
adv�ce, but at your age, �t �s better for you to keep yourself to
yourself. However, you must do as you l�ke."
"Shut up!" sa�d I. "The whole th�ng �s d�sgust�ng."
"Of course �t �s."
But almost �mmed�ately after th�s, try�ng to make the l�mp ha�r on h�s
head stand up w�th h�s f�ngers, he sa�d tersely, �n well-rounded
per�ods:
"Well, one must look at �t from her po�nt of v�ew, too. She has a
m�serable, comfortless job. Even a dog l�kes to be stroked, and how
much more a human be�ng. A female l�ves by caresses, as a
mushroom by mo�sture. She ought to be ashamed of herself, but
what �s she to do?"
I asked, look�ng �ntently �nto h�s elus�ve eyes:
"Do you begrudge her that, then?"
"What �s she to me? Is she my mother? And �f she were——But you
are a funny fellow!"



He laughed �n a low vo�ce, l�ke the beat�ng of a drum.
Somet�mes when I looked at h�m, I seemed to be fall�ng �nto s�lent
space, �nto a bottomless p�t full of tw�l�ght.
"Every one �s marr�ed but you, Yaakov. Why have n't you ever
marr�ed?"'
"Why? I have always been a favor�te w�th the women, thank God, but
�t's l�ke th�s. When one �s marr�ed, one has to l�ve �n one place, settle
down on the land. My land �s very poor, a very small p�ece, and my
uncle has taken even that from me. When my young brother came
back from be�ng a sold�er, he fell out w�th our uncle, and was brought
before the court for punch�ng h�s head. There was blood shed over
the matter, �n fact. And for that they sent h�m to pr�son for a year and
a half. When you come out of pr�son, son, there �s only one road for
you; and that leads back to pr�son aga�n. H�s w�fe was such a
pleasant young woman—but what �s the use of talk�ng about �t?
When one �s marr�ed, one ought to be master of one's own stable.
But a sold�er �s not even master of h�s own l�fe."
"Do you say your prayers?"
"You fun—n—y—y fellow, of course I do!"
"But how?"
"All k�nds of ways."
"What prayers do you say?"
"I know the n�ght prayers. I say qu�te s�mply, my brother: 'Lord Jesus,
wh�le I l�ve, have mercy on me, and when I am dead g�ve me rest.
Save me, Lord, from s�ckness——' and one or two other th�ngs I
say."
"What th�ngs?"
"Several th�ngs. Even what you don't say, gets to H�m."
H�s manner to me was k�nd, but full of cur�os�ty, as �t m�ght have
been to a clever k�tten wh�ch could perform amus�ng tr�cks.
Somet�mes, when I was s�tt�ng w�th h�m at n�ght, when he smelt of



naphtha, burn�ng o�l, and on�ons, for he loved on�ons and used to
gnaw them raw, l�ke apples, he would suddenly ask:
"Now, Olekha, lad, let's have some poetry."
I knew a lot of verse by heart, bes�des wh�ch I had a large notebook
�n wh�ch I had cop�ed my favor�tes. I read "Rousslan" to h�m,' and he
l�stened w�thout mov�ng, l�ke a deaf and dumb man, hold�ng h�s
wheezy breath. Then he sa�d to me �n a low vo�ce:
"That's a pleasant, harmon�ous, l�ttle story. D�d you make �t up
yourself? There �s a gentleman called Mukh�n Pushk�n. I have seen
h�m."
"But th�s man was k�lled ever so long ago."
"What for?"
I told h�m the story �n short words, as "Queen Margot" had told �t to
me. Yaakov l�stened, and then sa�d calmly:
"Lots of people are ru�ned by women."
I often told h�m s�m�lar stor�es wh�ch I had read �n books. They were
all m�xed up, effervesc�ng �n my m�nd �nto one long story of
d�sturbed, beaut�ful l�ves, �nterspersed w�th flames of pass�on. They
were full of senseless deeds of hero�sm, blue-blooded nob�l�ty,
legendary feats, duels and deaths, noble words and mean act�ons.
Rokambol was confused w�th the kn�ghtly forms of Lya-Molya and
Ann�bal Kokonna, Ludov�c XI took the form of the Père Grandet, the
Comet Otletaev was m�xed up w�th Henry IV. Th�s story, �n wh�ch I
changed the character of the people and altered events accord�ng to
my �nsp�rat�on, became a whole world to me. I l�ved �n �t, free as
grand-father's God, Who also played w�th every one as �t pleased
H�m. Wh�le not h�nder�ng me from see�ng the real�ty, such as �t was,
nor cool�ng my des�re to understand l�v�ng people, nevertheless th�s
book�sh chaos h�d me by a transparent but �mpenetrable cloud from
much of the �nfect�ous obscen�ty, the venomous po�son of l�fe. Books
rendered many ev�ls �nnocuous for me. Know�ng how people loved
and suffered, I could never enter a house of �ll fame. Cheap
deprav�ty only roused a feel�ng of repuls�on and p�ty for those to
whom �t was sweet. Rokambol taught me to be a Sto�c, and not be



conquered by c�rcumstances. The hero of Dumas �nsp�red me w�th
the des�re to g�ve myself for some great cause. My favor�te hero was
the gay monarch, Henry IV, and �t seemed to me that the glor�ous
songs of B?ranger were wr�tten about h�m.

He rel�eved the peasants of the�r taxes,
And h�mself he loved to dr�nk.
Yes, and �f the whole nat�on �s happy,
Why should the k�ng not dr�nk?

Henry IV was descr�bed �n novels as a k�nd man, �n touch w�th h�s
people. Br�ght as the sun, he gave me the �dea that France—the
most beaut�ful country �n the whole world, the country of the kn�ghts
—was equally great, whether represented by the mantle of a k�ng or
the dress of a peasant. Ange P�utou was just as much a kn�ght as
D'Artagnan. When I read how Henry was murdered, I cr�ed b�tterly,
and ground my teeth w�th hatred of Rava�llac. Th�s k�ng was nearly
always the hero of the stor�es I told the stoker, and �t seemed to me
that Yaakov also loved France and "Khenr�k."
"He was a good man was K�ng 'Khenr�k,' whether he was pun�sh�ng
rebels, or whatever he was do�ng," he sa�d.
He never excla�med, never �nterrupted my stor�es w�th quest�ons, but
l�stened �n s�lence, w�th lowered brows and �mmob�le face, l�ke an old
stone covered w�th fungus growth. But �f, for some reason, I broke off
my speech, he at once asked:
"Is that the end?"
"Not yet."
"Don't leave off, then!"
Of the French nat�on he sa�d, s�gh�ng:
"They had a very easy t�me of �t!"
"What do you mean?"
"Well, you and I have to l�ve �n the heat. We have to labor, wh�le they
l�ved at ease. They had noth�ng to do but to s�ng and walk about—a
very consol�ng l�fe!"



"They worked, too!"
"It doesn't say so �n your stor�es," observed the stoker w�th truth, and
I suddenly real�zed clearly that the greater number of the books
wh�ch I had read hardly ever spoke of the heroes work�ng, or of the
hardsh�ps they had to encounter.
"Now I am go�ng to sleep for a short t�me," sa�d Yaakov, and fall�ng
back where he lay, he was soon snor�ng peacefully.
In the autumn, when the shores of the Kama were turn�ng red, the
leaves were tak�ng a golden t�nge, and the crossw�se beams of the
sun grew pall�d, Yaakov unexpectedly left the boat. The day before,
he had sa�d to me:
"The day after to-morrow, you and I, my lad, w�ll be �n Perm. We w�ll
go to the bath, steam ourselves to our hearts' content, and when we
have f�n�shed w�ll go together to a Trakt�r. There �s mus�c and �t �s
very pleasant. I l�ke to see them play�ng on those mach�nes."
But at Sarapul�a there came on the boat a stout man w�th a flabby,
woman�sh face. He was beardless and wh�skerless. H�s long warm
cloak, h�s cap w�th ear flaps of fox fur, �ncreased h�s resemblance to
a woman. He at once engaged a small table near the k�tchen, where
�t was warmest, asked for tea to be served to h�m, and began to
dr�nk the yellow bo�l�ng l�qu�d. As he ne�ther unfastened h�s coat nor
removed h�s cap, he persp�red profusely.
A f�ne ra�n fell unwear�edly from the autumn m�st. It seemed to me
that when th�s man w�ped the sweat from h�s face w�th h�s checked
handkerch�ef, the ra�n fell less, and �n proport�on as he began to
sweat aga�n, �t began to ra�n harder.
Very soon Yaakov appeared, and they began to look at a map
together. The passenger drew h�s f�nger across �t, but Yaakov sa�d:
"What's that? Noth�ng! I sp�t upon �t!"
"All r�ght," sa�d the passenger, putt�ng away the map �n a leather bag
wh�ch lay on h�s knees. Talk�ng softly together, they began to dr�nk
tea.



Before Yaakov went to h�s watch, I asked h�m what sort of a man th�s
was. He repl�ed, w�th a laugh:
"To see h�m, he m�ght be a dove. He �s a eunuch, that's what he �s.
He comes from S�ber�a—a long way off! He �s amus�ng; he l�ves on a
settlement."
Sett�ng h�s black strong heels on the deck, l�ke hoofs, once aga�n he
stopped, and scratched h�s s�de.
"I have h�red myself to h�m as a workman. So when we get to Perm, I
shall leave the boat, and �t w�ll be good-by to you, lad ? We shall
travel by ra�l, then by r�ver, and after that by horses. For f�ve weeks
we shall have to travel, to get to where the man has h�s colony."
"D�d you know h�m before?" I asked, amazed at h�s sudden dec�s�on.
"How should I know h�m? I have never seen h�m before. I have never
l�ved anywhere near h�m."
In the morn�ng Yaakov, dressed �n a short, greasy fur-coat, w�th
sandals on h�s bare feet, wear�ng Medvyejenok's tattered, br�mless
straw hat, took hold of my arm w�th h�s �ron grasp, and sa�d:
"Why don't you come w�th me, eh? He w�ll take you as well, that
dove, �f you only tell h�m you want to go. Would you l�ke to? Shall I
tell h�m? They w�ll take away from you someth�ng wh�ch you w�ll not
need, and g�ve you money. They make a fest�val of �t when they
mut�late a man, and they reward h�m for �t."

The eunuch[1] stood on board, w�th a wh�te bundle under h�s arm,
2nd looked stubbornly at Yaakov w�th h�s dull eyes, wh�ch were
heavy and swollen, l�ke those of a drowned person. I abused h�m �n
a low vo�ce, and the stoker once more took hold of my arm.
"Let h�m alone! There's no harm �n h�m. Every one has h�s own way
of pray�ng. What bus�ness �s �t of ours? Well, good-by. Good luck, to
you!" And Yaakov Shumov went away, roll�ng from s�de to s�de l�ke a
bear, leav�ng �n my heart an uneasy, perplexed feel�ng. I was sorry to
lose the stoker, and angry w�th h�m. I was, I remember, a l�ttle jealous
and I thought fearfully, "Fancy a man go�ng away l�ke that, w�thout
know�ng where he �s go�ng!"



[1] Skopts�, or eunuchs, form a sect �n Russ�a, or rather part of the
sch�sm known as the Old Bel�evers. Sexual pur�ty be�ng enjo�ned
on �ts members, and the pract�ce of �t be�ng found to be lax,
mut�lat�on was resorted to.

And what sort of a man was he—Yaakov Shumov?

CHAPTER XII

Late �n the autumn, when the steamboat voyages f�n�shed, I went as
pup�l �n the workshop of an �con pa�nter. But �n a day or two my
m�stress, a gentle old lady g�ven to t�ppl�ng, announced to me �n her
Vlad�m�rsk� speech:
"The days are short now and the even�ngs long, so you w�ll go to the
shop �n the morn�ngs, and be shop-boy. In the even�ngs you w�ll
learn."
She placed me under the author�ty of a small, sw�ft-footed shopman,
a young fellow w�th a handsome, false face. In the morn�ngs, �n the
cold tw�l�ght of dawn, I went w�th h�m r�ght across the town, up the
sleepy mercant�le street, Iln�k, to the N�jn� bazaar, and there, on the
second floor of the Gost�n� Dvor, was the shop. It had been
converted from a warehouse �nto a shop, and was dark, w�th an �ron
door, and one small w�ndow on the terrace, protected by �ron bars.
The shop was packed w�th �cons of d�fferent s�zes, w�th �mage-cases,
and w�th h�ghly f�n�shed books �n church Slav characters, bound �n
yellow leather. Bes�de our shop there was another, �n wh�ch were
also sold �cons and books, by a black-bearded merchant, k�nsman to
an Old Bel�ever valuer. He was celebrated beyond the Volga as far
as the boundar�es of K�rj�nsk�, and was ass�sted by h�s lean and l�vely
son, who had the small gray face of �n old man, and the restless
eyes of a mouse.
When I had opened the shop, I had to run to the tavern for bo�l�ng
water, and when I had f�n�shed breakfast, I had to set the shop �n



order, dust the goods, and then go out on the terrace and watch w�th
v�g�lant eyes, lest customers should enter the ne�ghbor�ng shop.
"Customers are fools," sa�d the shopman forc�bly to me. "They don't
m�nd where they buy, so long as �t �s cheap, and they do not
understand the value of the goods."
L�ghtly tapp�ng the wooden surface of an �con, he a�red h�s sl�ght
knowledge of the bus�ness to me. He �nstructed me:
"Th�s �s a clever p�ece of work—very cheap—three or four vershoks
—stands by �tself. Here �s another—s�x or seven vershoks—stands
by �tself. Do you know about the sa�nts? Remember Bon�face �s a
protect�on aga�nst dr�nk; Vvaara, the great martyr, aga�nst toothache
and death by acc�dent; Blessed Vass�l�, aga�nst fevers. Do you know
all about Our Lady? Look! Th�s �s Our Lady of Sorrows, and Our
Lady of Abalak, Most Renowned. Do not weep for me, Mother.
Assuage my gr�efs. Our lady of Kazan, of Pokrove; Our Lady of
Seven Dolors."
I soon remembered the pr�ces of the �cons, accord�ng to the�r s�ze
and the work on them, and learned to d�st�ngu�sh between the
d�fferent �mages of Our Lady. But to remember the s�gn�f�cat�ons of
the var�ous sa�nts was d�ff�cult.
Somet�mes I would be stand�ng at the door of the shop, dream�ng,
when the shopman would suddenly test my knowledge.
"Who �s the del�verer from pa�nful ch�ldb�rth?"
If I answered wrongly, he would ask scornfully:
"What �s the use of your head?"
Harder st�ll was �t for me to tout for customers. The h�deously pa�nted
�cons d�d not please me at all, and I d�d not l�ke hav�ng to sell them.
Accord�ng to grandmother's stor�es, I had �mag�ned Our Lady as
young, beaut�ful, and good, just as she was �n p�ctures. �n the
magaz�nes, but the �cons represented her as old and severe, w�th a
long crooked nose, and wooden hands.
On market days, Wednesdays and Fr�days, bus�ness was br�sk.
Peasants, old women, and somet�mes whole fam�l�es together,



appeared on the terrace,—all old R�tual�sts from Zavolj�a, susp�c�ous
and surly people of the forests. I would see, perhaps, com�ng along
slowly, almostly t�m�dly, across the gallery, a ponderous man
wrapped �n sheepsk�n and th�ck, homemade cloth, and I would feel
awkward and ashamed at hav�ng to accost h�m. At last by a great
effort I managed to �ntercept h�m, and revolv�ng about h�s feet �n the�r
heavy boots, I chanted �n a constra�ned, buzz�ng vo�ce:
"What can we do for you, your honor? We have psalters w�th notes
and comments, the books of Ephrem S�ren, Kyr�llov, and all the
canon�cal books and brev�ar�es. Please come and look at them. All
k�nds of �cons, whatever you want, at var�ous pr�ces. Only the best
work,—dark colors! We take orders, too, �f you w�sh �t, for all k�nds of
sa�nts and madonnas. Perhaps you would l�ke to order someth�ng for
a Name Day, or for your fam�ly? Th�s �s the best workshop �n Russ�a!
Here are the best goods �n the town!"
The �mperv�ous and �nscrutable customer would look at me for a long
t�me �n s�lence. Suddenly push�ng me as�de w�th an arm l�ke a p�ece
of wood, he would go �nto the shop next door, and my shopman,
rubb�ng h�s large ears, grumbled angr�ly:
"You have let h�m go! You're a n�ce salesman!"
In the next shop could be heard a soft, sweet vo�ce, pour�ng forth a
speech wh�ch had the effect of a narcot�c.
"We don't sell sheepsk�ns or boots, my fr�end, but the bless�ng of
God, wh�ch �s of more value than s�lver or gold; wh�ch, �n fact, �s
pr�celess."
"The dev�l!" wh�spered our shopman, full of envy and almost bes�de
h�mself w�th rage. "A curse on the eyes of that muzh�k! You must
learn! You must learn!"
I d�d honestly try to learn, for one ought to do well whatever one has
to do. But I was not a success at ent�c�ng the customers �n, nor as a
salesman. These gruff men, so spar�ng of the�r words, those old
women who looked l�ke rats, always for some reason t�m�d and
abject, aroused my p�ty, and I wanted to tell them on the qu�et the
real value of the �cons, and not ask for the extra two greven.



They amazed me by the�r knowledge of books, and of the value of
the pa�nt�ng on the �cons. One day a gray-ha�red old man whom I
had herded �nto the shop sa�d to me shortly:
"It �s not true, my lad, that your �mage workshop �s the best �n Russ�a
—the best �s Rogosh�n's �n Moscow."
In confus�on I stood as�de for h�m to pass, and he went to another
shop, not even troubl�ng to go next door.
"Has he gone away?" asked the shopman sp�tefully.
"You never told me about Rogosh�n's workshop."
He became abus�ve.
"They come �n here so qu�etly, and all the t�me they know all there �s
to know, curse them! They understand all about the bus�ness, the
dogs!"
Handsome, overfed, and self�sh, he hated the peasants. When he
was �n a good humor, he would compla�n to me:
"I am clever! I l�ke cleanl�ness and scents, �ncense, and eau-de-
Cologne, and though I set such a value on myself, I am obl�ged to
bow and scrape to some peasant, to get f�ve copecks' prof�t out of
h�m for the m�stress. Do you th�nk �t �s fa�r? What �s a peasant, after
all? A bundle of foul wool, a w�nter louse, and yet——"
And he fell �nto an �nd�gnant s�lence.
I l�ked the peasants. There was someth�ng elus�ve about each one of
them wh�ch rem�nded me of Yaakov.
Somet�mes there would cl�mb �nto the shop a m�serable-look�ng
f�gure �n a chapan, put on over a short, fur-coat. He would take off
h�s shaggy cap, cross h�mself w�th two f�ngers, look �nto the corner
where the lamp gl�mmered, yet try not to, lest h�s eyes rest on the
unblessed �cons. Then glanc�ng around, w�thout speak�ng for some
t�me, he would manage at length to say:
"G�ve me a psalter w�th a commentary."



Tuck�ng up the sleeves of h�s chapan, he would read the pages, as
he turned them over w�th clumsy movement, b�t�ng h�s l�ps the wh�le.
"Haven't you any more anc�ent than th�s?"
"An old one would cost a thousand rubles, as you know."
"I know."
The peasant mo�stened h�s f�nger as he turned over the leaves, and
there was left a dark f�nger-pr�nt where he had touched them. The
shopman, gaz�ng w�th an ev�l express�on at the back of h�s head,
sa�d:
"The Holy Scr�ptures are all of the same age; the word of God does
not change."
"We know all about that; we have heard that! God d�d not change �t,
but N�kon[1] d�d."
Clos�ng the book, he went out �n s�lence.

[1] The N�kon�tes are the followers of N�kon, patr�arch of Moscow,
who objected to the �nnovat�on of Peter the Great �n suppress�ng
the patr�archate of Moscow, and establ�sh�ng a State Church upon
the l�nes of the old patr�archal church. They are also termed the
Old Bel�evers, who are spl�t up �nto several extraord�nary sch�sms
wh�ch ex�sted before and after the suppress�on of the patr�archate,
but who, �n the ma�n, cont�nue the�r orthodoxy.

Somet�mes these forest people d�sputed w�th the shopman, and �t
was ev�dent to me that they knew more about the sacred wr�t�ngs
than he d�d.
"Outland�sh heathen!" grumbled the shopman.
I saw also that, although new books were not to the taste of the
peasants, they looked upon a new book w�th awe, handl�ng �t
carefully, as �f �t were a b�rd wh�ch m�ght fly out of the�r hands. Th�s
was very pleasant to me to see, because a book was a m�racle to
me. In �t was �nclosed the soul of the wr�ter, and when I opened �t, I
set th�s soul free, and �t spoke to me �n secret.
Often old men and women brought books to sell pr�nted �n the old
characters of the pre-N�konovsk� per�od, or cop�es of such books,



beaut�fully made by the monks of Irg�z and Kerjentz. They also
brought cop�es of m�ssals uncorrected by Dm�try Rostovsk�, �cons
w�th anc�ent �nscr�pt�ons, crosses, fold�ng �cons w�th brass
mount�ngs, and s�lver, euchar�st spoons g�ven by the Muscov�te
pr�nces to the�r hosts as keepsakes. All these were offered secretly,
from the�r hoards under the floor.
Both my shopman and h�s ne�ghbor kept a very sharp lookout for
such vendors, each try�ng to take them away from the other. Hav�ng
bought ant�ques for anyth�ng up to ten rubles, they would sell them
on the market-place to r�ch Old R�tual�sts for hundreds of rubles.
"M�nd you look out for those were-wolves, those w�zards! Look for
them w�th all your eyes; they br�ng luck w�th them."
When a vendor of th�s k�nd appeared, the shopman used to send me
to fetch the valuer, Petr Vass�l�ch, a conno�sseur �n old books, �cons,
and all k�nd of ant�ques.
He was a tall old man w�th a long beard, l�ke Blessed Vass�l�, w�th
�ntell�gent eyes �n a pleasant face. The tendon of one of h�s legs had
been removed, and he walked lame, w�th a long st�ck. Summer and
w�nter he wore a l�ght garment, l�ke a cassock, and a velvet cap of a
strange shape, wh�ch looked l�ke a saucepan. Usually br�sk and
upr�ght, when he entered the shop, he let h�s shoulders droop, and
bent h�s back, s�gh�ng gently and cross�ng h�mself often, mutter�ng
prayers and psalms to h�mself all the t�me. Th�s p�ous and aged
feebleness at once �nsp�red the vendor w�th conf�dence �n the valuer.
"What �s the matter? Has someth�ng gone wrong?" the old man
would ask.
"Here �s a man who has brought an �con to sell. He says �t �s a
Stroganovsk�."
"What!"
"A Stroganovsk�."
"Aha, my hear�ng �s bad. The Lord has stopped my ears aga�nst the
abom�nat�on of the N�kon�tes."



Tak�ng off h�s cap, he held the �con hor�zontally, looked at the
�nscr�pt�on lengthways, s�deways, stra�ght up, exam�ned the knots �n
the wood, bl�nked, and murmured:
"The godless N�kon�tes, observ�ng our love of anc�ent beaut�es, and
�nstructed by the dev�l, have mal�c�ously made forger�es. In these
days �t �s very easy to make holy �mages,—oh, very easy! At f�rst
s�ght, th�s m�ght be a real Stroganovsk�, or an Ust�ujck� pa�nt�ng, or
even a Suzdulsk�, but when you look �nto �t, �t �s a forgery."
If he sa�d "forgery," �t meant, "Th�s �con �s prec�ous and rare."
By a ser�es of pre-arranged s�gns, he �nformed the shopman how
much he was to g�ve for the �con or book. I knew that the words
"melancholy" and "affl�ct�on" meant ten rubles. "N�kon the t�ger"
meant twenty-f�ve. I felt ashamed to see how they dece�ved the
sellers, but the sk�lful by-play of the valuer amused me.
"Those N�kon�tes, black ch�ldren of N�kon the t�ger, w�ll do anyth�ng,
—led by the Dev�l as they are! Look! Even th�s s�gnature looks real,
and the bas-rel�ef as �f �t were pa�nted by the one hand. But look at
the face—that was not done by the same brush. An old master l�ke
P�men Ushakov, although he was a heret�c, d�d the whole �con
h�mself. He d�d the bas-rel�ef, the face, and even the chas�ng very
carefully, and sketched �n the �nscr�pt�on, but the �mp�ous people of
our day cannot do anyth�ng l�ke �t! In old t�mes �mage pa�nt�ng was a
holy call�ng, but now they make what concerns God merely a matter
of art."
At length he la�d the �con down carefully on the counter, and putt�ng
on h�s hat, sa�d:
"It �s a s�n!"
Th�s meant "buy �t."
Overwhelmed by h�s flow of sweet words, astounded by the old
man's knowledge, the cl�ent would ask �n an �mpressed tone:
"Well, your honor, what �s your op�n�on of the �con?"
"The �con was made by N�kon�te hands."



"That cannot be! My grandfather and my grandmother prayed before
�t!"
"N�kon l�ved before your grandfather l�ved."
The old man held the �con close to the face of the seller, and sa�d
sternly:
"Look now what a joyous express�on �t has! Do you call that an �con?
It �s noth�ng more than a p�cture—a bl�nd work of art, a N�konsk� joke
—there �s no soul �n �t! Would I tell you what �s not true? I, an old
man, persecuted for the sake of the truth! I shall soon have to go to
God. I have noth�ng to ga�n by act�ng unfa�rly."
He went out from the shop onto the terrace, langu�d w�th the
feebleness of old age, offended by the doubt cast upon h�s valuat�on.
The shopman pa�d a few rubles for the p�cture, the seller left, bow�ng
low to Petr Vass�l�ch, and they sent me to the tavern to get bo�l�ng
water for the tea. When I returned, I would f�nd the valuer br�sk and
cheerful, look�ng lov�ngly at the purchase, and thus �nstruct�ng the
shopman:
"Look, th�s �con has been very carefully done! The pa�nt�ng �s very
f�ne, done �n the fear of God. Human feel�ngs had no part �n �t."
"And whose work �s �t?" asked the shopman, beam�ng and jump�ng
about for joy.
"It �s too soon for you to know that."
"But how much would conno�sseurs g�ve for �t?" "That I could not
say. G�ve �t to me, and I w�ll show �t to some one."
"Och, Petr Vass�l�ch."
"And �f I sell �t, you shall have half the hundred rubles. Whatever
there �s over, that �s m�ne!"
"Och!"
"You need not keep on say�ng 'Och'!"
They drank the�r tea, barga�n�ng shamelessly, look�ng at one another
w�th the eyes of consp�rators. That the shopman was completely



under the thumb of the old man was pla�n, and when the latter went
away, he would say to me:
"Now don't you go chatter�ng to the m�stress about th�s deal."
When they had f�n�shed talk�ng about the sale of the �con, the
shopman would ask:
"And what news �s there �n the town, Petr Vass�l�ch?"
Smooth�ng h�s beard w�th h�s yellow f�ngers, lay�ng bare h�s o�ly l�ps,
the old man told stor�es of the l�ves of the merchants. He spoke of
commerc�al successes, of feasts, of �llnesses, of wedd�ngs, and of
the �nf�del�t�es of husbands and w�ves. He served up these greasy
stor�es qu�ckly and sk�lfully, as a good cook serves up pancakes, w�th
a sauce of h�ss�ng laughter. The shopman's round face grew dark
w�th envy and rapture. H�s eyes were w�de w�th dreamy w�stfulness,
as he sa�d compla�n�ngly:
"Other people l�ve, and here am I!"
"Every one has h�s appo�nted dest�ny," resounded the deep vo�ce.
"Of one, the fate �s heralded by angels w�th l�ttle s�lver hammers, and
of another, by dev�ls w�th the butt-end of an ax."
Th�s strong, muscular, old man knew everyth�ng—the whole l�fe of
the town, all the secrets of the merchants, ch�novn�ks, pr�ests, and
c�t�zens. He was keens�ghted as a b�rd of prey, and w�th th�s had
some of the qual�t�es of the wolf and fox. I always wanted to make
h�m angry, but he looked at me from afar, almost as �f through a fog.
He seemed to me to be surrounded by a l�m�tless space. If one went
closer to h�m, one seemed to be fall�ng. I felt �n h�m some aff�n�ty to
the stoker Shumov.
Although the shopman went �nto ecstas�es over h�s cleverness, both
to h�s face and beh�nd h�s back, there were t�mes when, l�ke me, he
wanted to provoke or offend the old man.
"You are a dece�ver of men," he would say, suddenly look�ng
heatedly �nto the old man's face.
The latter, sm�l�ng laz�ly, answered:



"Only the Lord l�ves w�thout dece�t, and we l�ve among fools, you
see. Can one meet fools, and not dece�ve them? Of what use would
they be, then?"
The shopman lost h�s temper.
"Not all the peasants are fools. The merchants themselves came
from the peasantry!"
"We are not talk�ng about merchants. Fools do not l�ve as rogues do.
A fool �s l�ke a sa�nt—h�s bra�ns are asleep."
The old man drawled more and more laz�ly, and th�s was very
�rr�tat�ng. It seemed to me that he was stand�ng on a h�llock �n the
m�dst of a quagm�re. It was �mposs�ble to make h�m angry. E�ther he
was above rage, or he was able to h�de �t very successfully.
But he often happened to be the one to start a d�spute w�th me. He
would come qu�te close to me, and sm�l�ng �nto h�s beard, remark:
"What do you call that French wr�ter—Ponoss?" I was desperately
angry at th�s s�lly way of turn�ng the names ups�de down. But hold�ng
myself �n for the t�me, I sa�d:
"Ponson de Terra�l."

"Where was he lost?"[1]

"Don't play the fool. You are not a ch�ld." "That �s true. I am not a
ch�ld. What are you read�ng?"
"'Ephrem S�ren.'"
"And who wr�tes best. Your fore�gn authors? or he?"
I made no reply.
"What do the fore�gn ones wr�te about most?"
"About everyth�ng wh�ch happens to ex�st �n l�fe."



[1] Terryat �n Russ�an means "to lose."

"That �s to say, about dogs and horses—wh�chever may happen to
come the�r way."
The shopman laughed. I was enraged. The atmosphere was
oppress�ve, unpleasant to me. But �f I attempted to get away, the
shopman stopped me.
"Where are you go�ng?"
And the old man would exam�ne me.
"Now, you learned man, gnaw th�s problem. Suppose you had a
thousand naked people stand�ng before you, f�ve hundred women
and f�ve hundred men, and among them Adam and Eve. How would
you tell wh�ch were Adam and Eve?"
He kept ask�ng me th�s, and at length expla�ned tr�umphantly:
"L�ttle fool, don't you see that, as they were not born, but were
created, they would have no navels!" The old man knew an
�nnumerable quant�ty of these "problems." He could wear me out
w�th them.
Dur�ng my early days at the shop, I used to tell the shopman the
contents of some of the books I had read. Now these stor�es came
back to me �n an ev�l form. The shopman retold them to Petr
Vass�l�ch, cons�derably cut up, obscenely mut�lated. The old man
sk�lfully helped h�m �n h�s shameful quest�ons. The�r sl�my tongues
threw the refuse of the�r obscene words at Eugén�e Grandet,
Ludm�lla, and Henry IV.
I understood that they d�d not do th�s out of �ll-nature, but s�mply
because they wanted someth�ng to do. All the same, I d�d not f�nd �t
easy to bear.
Hav�ng created the f�lth, they wallowed �n �t, l�ke hogs, and grunted
w�th enjoyment when they so�led what was beaut�ful, strange,
un�ntell�g�ble, and therefore com�cal to them.
The whole Gost�nu� Dvor, the whole of �ts populat�on of merchants
and shopmen, l�ved a strange l�fe, full of stup�d, puer�le, and always



mal�c�ous d�vers�ons. If a pass�ng peasant asked wh�ch was the
nearest way to any place �n the town, they always gave h�m the
wrong d�rect�on. Th�s had become such a hab�t w�th them that the
dece�t no longer gave them pleasure. They would catch two rats, t�e
the�r ta�ls together, and let them go �n the road. They loved to see
how they pulled �n d�fferent d�rect�ons, or b�t each other, and
somet�mes they poured paraff�n-o�l over the rats, and set f�re to
them. They would t�e an old �ron pa�l on the ta�l of a dog, who, �n w�ld
terror, would tear about, yelp�ng and growl�ng, wh�le they all looked
on, and laughed.
There were many s�m�lar forms of recreat�on, "and �t seemed to me
that all k�nds of people, espec�ally country people, ex�sted s�mply for
the amusement of the Gost�nu� Dvor. In the�r relat�ons to other
people, there was a constant des�re to make fun of them, to g�ve
them pa�n, and to make them uncomfortable. It was strange that the
books I had read were s�lent on the subject of th�s unceas�ng, deep-
seated tendency of people to jeer at one another.
One of the amusements of the Gost�nu� Dvor seemed to me
pecul�arly offens�ve and d�sgust�ng.
Underneath our shop there was a dealer �n woolen and felt footwear,
whose salesman amazed the whole of N�jn� by h�s gluttony. H�s
master used to boast of th�s pecul�ar�ty of h�s employee, as one
boasts of the f�erceness of a dog, or the strength of a horse. He often
used to get the ne�ghbor�ng shopkeepers to bet.
"Who w�ll go as h�gh as ten rubles? I w�ll bet that M�shka devours,
ten pounds of ham �n two hours!"
But they all knew that M�shka was well able to do that, and they sa�d:
"We won't take your bet, but buy the ham and let h�m eat �t, and we
w�ll look on."
"Only let �t be all meat and no bones!"
They would d�spute a l�ttle and laz�ly, and then out of the dark
storehouse crept a lean, beardless fellow w�th h�gh cheek-bones, �n
a long cloth coat g�rdled w�th a red belt all stuck round w�th tufts of
wool. Respectfully remov�ng h�s cap from h�s small head, he gazed



�n s�lence, w�th a dull express�on �n h�s deep-set eyes, at the round
face of h�s master wh�ch was suffused w�th purple blood. The latter
was say�ng �n h�s th�ck harsh vo�ce:
"Can you eat a gammon of ham?"
"How long shall I have for �t?" asked M�shka pract�cally, �n h�s th�n
vo�ce.
"Two hours."
"That w�ll be d�ff�cult."
"Where �s the d�ff�culty?"
"Well, let me have a drop of beer w�th �t."
"All r�ght," sa�d h�s master, and he would boast:
"You need not th�nk that he has an empty stomach. No! In the
morn�ng he had two pounds of bread, and d�nner at noon, as you
know."
They brought the ham, and the spectators took the�r places. All the
merchants were t�ghtly enveloped �n the�r th�ck fur-coats and looked
l�ke g�gant�c we�ghts. They were people w�th b�g stomachs, but they
all had small eyes and some had fatty tumors. An unconquerable
feel�ng of boredom oppressed them all.
W�th the�r hands tucked �nto the�r sleeves, they surrounded the great
glutton �n a narrow c�rcle, armed w�th kn�ves and large crusts of rye
bread. He crossed h�mself p�ously, sat down on a sack of wool and
placed the ham on a box at h�s s�de, measur�ng �t w�th h�s vacant
eyes.
Cutt�ng off a th�n sl�ce of bread and a th�ck one of meat, the glutton
folded them together carefully, and held the sandw�ch to h�s mouth
w�th both hands. H�s l�ps trembled; he l�cked them w�th h�s th�n and
long can�ne tongue, show�ng h�s small sharp teeth, and w�th a dog-
l�ke movement bent h�s snout aga�n over the meat.
"He has begun!"
"Look at the t�me!"



All eyes were turned �n a bus�ness-l�ke manner on the face of the
glutton, on h�s lower jaw, on the round protuberances near h�s ears;
they watched the sharp ch�n r�se and fall regularly, and drows�ly
uttered the�r thoughts.
"He eats cleanly—l�ke a bear."
"Have you ever seen a bear eat?"
"Do I l�ve �n the woods? There �s a say�ng, 'he gobbles l�ke a bear.'"
"L�ke a p�g, �t says."
"P�gs don't eat p�g."
They laughed unw�ll�ngly, and soon some one know�ngly sa�d:
"P�gs eat everyth�ng—l�ttle p�gs and the�r own s�sters."
The face of the glutton gradually grew darker, h�s ears became l�v�d,
h�s runn�ng eyes crept out of the�r bony p�t, he breathed w�th
d�ff�culty, but h�s ch�n moved as regularly as ever.
"Take �t easy, M�kha�l, there �s t�me!" they encouraged h�m.
He uneas�ly measured the rema�ns of the meat w�th h�s eyes, drank
some beer, and once more began to munch. The spectators became
more an�mated. Look�ng more often at the watch �n the hand of
M�shka's master, they suggested to one another:
"Don't you th�nk he may have put the watch back? Take �t away from
h�m! Watch M�shka �n case he should put any meat up h�s sleeve! He
won't f�n�sh �t �n the t�me!"
M�shka's master cr�ed pass�onately:
"I'll take you on for a quarter of a ruble! M�shka, don't g�ve way!"
They began to d�spute w�th the master, but no one would take the
bet.
And M�shka went on eat�ng and eat�ng; h�s face began to look l�ke
the ham, h�s sharp gr�sly nose wh�stled pla�nt�vely. It was terr�ble to
look at h�m. It seemed to me that he was about to scream, to wa�l:
"Have mercy on me!"



At length he f�n�shed �t all, opened h�s t�psy eyes w�de, and sa�d �n a
hoarse, t�red vo�ce:
"Let me go to sleep."
But h�s master, look�ng at h�s watch, cr�ed angr�ly:
"You have taken four m�nutes too long, you wretch!"
The others teased h�m:
"What a p�ty we d�d not take you on; you would have lost."
"However, he �s a regular w�ld an�mal, that fellow."
"Ye—e—es, he ought to be �n a show."
"You see what monsters the Lord can make of men, eh?"
"Let us go and have some tea, shall we?"
And they swam l�ke barges to the tavern.
I wanted to know what st�rred �n the bosoms of these heavy, �ron-
hearted people that they should gather round the poor fellow
because h�s unhealthy gluttony amused them.
It was dark and dull �n that narrow gallery closely packed w�th wool,
sheepsk�ns, hemp, ropes, felt, boots, and saddlery. It was cut off.
from the pavement by p�llars of br�ck, clums�ly th�ck, weather-beaten,
and spattered w�th mud from the road. All the br�cks and all the
ch�nks between them, all the holes made by the fallen-away mortar,
had been mentally counted by me a thousand t�mes, and the�r
h�deous des�gns were forever heav�ly �mpr�nted on my memory.
The foot-passenger dawdled along the pavement; hackney carr�ages
and sledges loaded w�th goods passed up the road w�thout haste.
Beyond the street, �n a red-br�ck, square, two-stor�ed shop, was the
marketplace, l�ttered w�th cases, straw, crumpled paper, covered w�th
d�rt and trampled snow.
All th�s, together w�th the people and the horses, �n sp�te of the
movement, seemed to be mot�onless, or laz�ly mov�ng round and
round �n one place to wh�ch �t was fastened by �nv�s�ble cha�ns. One
felt suddenly that th�s l�fe was almost devo�d of sound, or so poor �n



sounds that �t amounted to dumbness. The s�des of the sledges
squeaked, the doors of the shops slammed, sellers of p�es and
honey cr�ed the�r wares, but the�r vo�ces sounded unhappy, unw�ll�ng.
They were all al�ke; one qu�ckly became used to them, and ceased
to pay attent�on to them.
The church-bells tolled funerally. That melancholy sound was always
�n my ears. It seemed to float �n the a�r over the market-place w�thout
ceas�ng from morn�ng to n�ght; �t was m�ngled w�th all my thoughts
and feel�ngs; �t lay l�ke a copper veneer over all my �mpress�ons.
Ted�um, coldness, and want breathed all around: from the earth
covered w�th d�rty snow, from the gray snow-dr�ft on the roof, from
the flesh-colored br�cks of the bu�ld�ngs; ted�um rose from the
ch�mneys �n a th�ck gray smoke, and crept up to the gray, low, empty
sky; w�th ted�um horses sweated and people s�ghed. They had a
pecul�ar smell of the�r own, these people—the oppress�ve dull smell
of sweat, fat, hemp o�l, hearth-cakes, and smoke. It was an odor
wh�ch pressed upon one's head l�ke a warm close-f�tt�ng cap, and
ran down �nto one's breast, arous�ng a strange feel�ng of �ntox�cat�on,
a vague des�re to shut one's eyes, to cry out despa�r�ngly, to run
away somewhere and knock one's head aga�nst the f�rst wall.
I gazed �nto the faces of the merchants, over-nour�shed, full-blooded,
frost-b�tten, and as �mmob�le as �f they were asleep. These people
often yawned, open�ng the�r mouths l�ke f�sh wh�ch have been cast
on dry land.
In w�nter, trade was slack and there was not �n the eyes of the dealer
that caut�ous, rapac�ous gleam wh�ch somehow made them br�ght
and an�mated �n the summer. The heavy fur coats hampered the�r
movements, bowed them to the earth. As a rule they spoke laz�ly, but
when they fell �nto a pass�on, they grew vehement. I had an �dea that
they d�d th�s purposely, �n order to show one another that they were
al�ve.
It was perfectly clear to me that ted�um we�ghed upon them, was
k�ll�ng them, and the unsuccessful struggle aga�nst �ts overwhelm�ng
strength was the only explanat�on I could g�ve of the�r cruelty and
senseless amusements at the expense of others.



Somet�mes I d�scussed th�s w�th Petr V�ss�l�ch.
Although as a rule he behaved to me scornfully and jeer�ngly, he
l�ked me for my part�al�ty for books, and at t�mes he perm�tted h�mself
to talk to me �nstruct�vely, ser�ously.
"I don't l�ke the way these merchants l�ve," I sa�d.
Tw�st�ng a strand of h�s beard �n h�s long f�ngers, he sa�d:
"And how do you know how they l�ve? Do you then often v�s�t them
at the�r houses? Th�s �s merely a street, my fr�end, and people do not
l�ve �n a street; they s�mply buy and sell, and they get through that as
qu�ckly as they can, and then go home aga�n! People walk about the
streets w�th the�r clothes on, and you do not know what they are l�ke
under the�r clothes. What a man really �s �s seen �n h�s own home,
w�th�n h�s own four walls, and how he l�ves there—that you know
noth�ng about!"
"Yes, but they have the same �deas whether they are here or at
home, don't they?"
"And how can any one know what �deas h�s ne�ghbors have?" sa�d
the old man, mak�ng h�s eyes round. "Thoughts are l�ke l�ce; you
cannot count them. It may be that a man, on go�ng to h�s home, falls
on h�s knees and, weep�ng, prays to God: 'Forg�ve me, Lord, I have
def�led Thy holy day!' It may be that h�s house �s a sort of monastery
to h�m, and he l�ves there alone w�th h�s God. You see how �t �s!
Every sp�der knows �ts own corner, sp�ns �ts own web, and
understands �ts own pos�t�on, so that �t may hold �ts own."
When he spoke ser�ously, h�s vo�ce went lower and lower to a deep
base, as �f he were commun�cat�ng secrets.
"Here you are judg�ng others, and �t �s too soon for you; at your age
one l�ves not by one's reason but by one's eyes. What you must do
�s to look, remember, and hold your tongue. The m�nd �s for
bus�ness, but fa�th �s for the soul. It �s good for you to read books, but
there must be moderat�on �n all th�ngs, and some have read
themselves �nto madness and godlessness."



I looked upon h�m as �mmortal; �t was hard for me to bel�eve that he
m�ght grow older and change. He l�ked to tell stor�es about
merchants and co�ners who had become notor�ous. I had heard
many such stor�es from grandfather, who told them better than the
valuer, but the underly�ng theme was the same—that r�ches always
lead to s�n towards God and one's fellow-creatures. Petr Vass�l�ch
had no p�ty for human creatures, but he spoke of God w�th warmth of
feel�ng, s�gh�ng and cover�ng h�s eyes.
"And so they try to cheat God, and He, the Lord Jesus Chr�st, sees �t
all and weeps. 'My people, my people, my unhappy people, hell �s
be�ng prepared for you!'"
Once I jok�ngly rem�nded h�m:
"But you cheat the peasants yourself."
He was not offended by th�s.
"Is that a great matter as far as I am concerned?" he sa�d. "I may rob
them of from three to f�ve rubles, and that �s all �t amounts to!"
When he found me read�ng, he would take the book out of my hands
and ask me quest�ons about what I had read, �n a fault-f�nd�ng
manner. W�th amazed �ncredul�ty he would say to the shopman:
"Just look at that now; he understands books, the young rascal!"
And he would g�ve me a memorable, �ntell�gent lecture:
"L�sten to what I tell you now; �t �s worth your wh�le. There were two
Kyr�lls, both of them b�shops; one Kyr�ll of Alexandr�a, and the other
Kyr�ll of Jerusalem. The f�rst warred aga�nst the cursed heret�c,
Nestor�us, who taught obscenely that Our Lady was born �n or�g�nal
s�n and therefore could not have g�ven b�rth to God; but that she
gave b�rth to a human be�ng w�th the name and attr�butes of the
Mess�ah, the Sav�our of the world, and therefore she should be
called not the God-Bearer, but the Chr�st-Bearer. Do you
understand? That �s called heresy! And Kyr�ll of Jerusalem fought
aga�nst the Ar�an heret�cs."
I was del�ghted w�th h�s knowledge of church h�story, and he,
strok�ng h�s beard w�th h�s well-cared-for, pr�est-l�ke hands, boasted:



"I am a past master �n that sort of th�ng. When I was �n Moscow, I
was engaged �n a verbal debate aga�nst the po�sonous doctr�nes of
the N�kon�tes, w�th both pr�ests and seculars. I, my l�ttle one, actually
conducted d�scuss�ons w�th professors, yes! To one of the pr�ests I
so drove home the verbal scourge that h�s nose bled �nfernally, that �t
d�d!"
H�s cheeks were flushed; h�s eyes shone.
The bleed�ng of the nose of h�s opponent was ev�dently the h�ghest
po�nt of h�s success, �n h�s op�n�on; the h�ghest ruby �n the golden
crown of h�s glory, and he told the story voluptuously.
"A ha—a—andsome, wholesome-look�ng pr�est he was! He stood on
the platform and dr�p, dr�p, the blood came from h�s nose. He d�d not
see h�s shame. Feroc�ous was the pr�est as a desert l�on; h�s vo�ce
was l�ke a bell. But very qu�etly I got my words �n between h�s r�bs,
l�ke saws. He was really as hot as a stove, made red-hot by heret�cal
mal�ce—ekh—that was a bus�ness!"
Occas�onally other valuers came. These were Pakhom�, a man w�th
a fat belly, �n greasy clothes, w�th one crooked eye who was wr�nkled
and snarl�ng; Luk�an, a l�ttle old man, smooth as a mouse, k�nd and
br�sk; and w�th h�m came a b�g, gloomy man look�ng l�ke a
coachman, black bearded, w�th a deathl�ke face, unpleasant to look
upon, but handsome, and w�th eyes wh�ch never seemed to move.
Almost always they brought anc�ent books, �cons and thur�bles to
sell, or some k�nd of bowl. Somet�mes they brought the vendors—an
old man or woman from the Volga. When the�r bus�ness was
f�n�shed, they sat on the counter, look�ng just l�ke crows on a furrow,
drank tea w�th rolls and lenten sugar, and told each other about the
persecut�ons of the N�kon�tes.
Here a search had been made, and books of devot�on had been
conf�scated; there the pol�ce had closed a place of worsh�p, and had
contr�ved to br�ng �ts owner to just�ce under Art�cle 103. Th�s Art�cle
103 was frequently the theme of the�r d�scuss�ons, but they spoke of
�t calmly, as of someth�ng unavo�dable, l�ke the frosts of w�nter. The
words pol�ce, search, pr�son, just�ce, S�ber�a—these words,
cont�nually recurr�ng �n the�r conversat�ons about the persecut�ons for



rel�g�ous bel�efs, fell on my heart l�ke hot coals, k�ndl�ng sympathy
and fellow feel�ng for these Old Bel�evers. Read�ng had taught me to
look up to people who were obst�nate �n pursu�ng the�r a�ms, to value
sp�r�tual steadfastness.
I forgot all the bad wh�ch I saw �n these teachers of l�fe. I felt only
the�r calm stubbornness, beh�nd wh�ch, �t seemed to me, was h�dden
an unwaver�ng bel�ef �n the teach�ngs of the�r fa�th, for wh�ch they
were ready to suffer all k�nds of torments.
At length, when I had come across many spec�mens of these
guard�ans of the old fa�th, both among the people and among the
�ntellectuals, I understood that th�s obst�nacy was the or�ental
pass�v�ty of people who never moved from the place whereon they
stood, and had no des�re to move from �t, but were bound by strong
t�es to the ways of the old words, and worn-out �deas. They were
steeped �n these words and �deas. The�r w�lls were stat�onary,
�ncapable of look�ng forward, and when some blow from w�thout cast
them out of the�r accustomed place, they mechan�cally and w�thout
res�stance let themselves roll down, l�ke a stone off a h�ll. They kept
the�r own fasts �n the graveyards of l�ved-out truths, w�th a deadly
strength of memory for the past, and an �nsane love of suffer�ng and
persecut�on; but �f the poss�b�l�ty of suffer�ng were taken away from
them, they faded away, d�sappeared l�ke a cloud on a fresh w�nter
day.
The fa�th for wh�ch they, w�th sat�sfact�on and great self-
complacency, were ready to suffer �s �ncontestably a strong fa�th, but
�t resembles well-worn clothes, covered w�th all k�nds of d�rt, and for
that very reason �s less vulnerable to the ravages of t�me. Thought
and feel�ng become accustomed to the narrow and oppress�ve
envelope of prejud�ce and dogma, and although w�ngless and
mut�lated, they l�ve �n ease and comfort.
Th�s bel�ef founded on hab�ts �s one of the most gr�evous and
harmful man�festat�ons of our l�ves. W�th�n the doma�ns of such
bel�efs, as w�th�n the shadows of stone walls, anyth�ng new �s born
slowly, �s deformed, and grows anaem�c. In that dark fa�th there are
very few of the beams of love, too many causes of offense,



�rr�tat�ons, and petty sp�tes wh�ch are always fr�endly w�th hatred. The
flame of that fa�th �s the phosphorescent gleam of putrescence.
But before I was conv�nced of th�s, I had to l�ve through many weary
years, break up many �mages �n my soul, and cast them out of my
memory. But at the t�me when I f�rst came across these teachers of
l�fe, �n the m�dst of ted�ous and sord�d real�t�es, they appeared to me
as persons of great sp�r�tual strength, the best people �n the world.
Almost every one of them had been persecuted, put �n pr�son, had
been ban�shed from d�fferent towns, travel�ng by stages w�th
conv�cts. They all l�ved caut�ous, h�dden l�ves.
However, I saw that wh�le p�ty�ng the "narrow sp�r�t" of the N�kon�tes,
these old people w�ll�ngly and w�th great sat�sfact�on kept one
another w�th�n narrow bounds.
Crooked Pakhom�e, when he had been dr�nk�ng, l�ked to boast of h�s
wonderful memory w�th regard to matters of the fa�th. He had several
books at h�s f�nger-ends, as a Jew has h�s Talmud. He could put h�s
f�nger on h�s favor�te page, and from the word on wh�ch he had
placed h�s f�nger, Pakhom�e could go on rec�t�ng by heart �n h�s m�ld,
snuffl�ng vo�ce. He always looked on the floor, and h�s sol�tary eye
ran over the floor d�squ�et�ngly, as �f he were seek�ng some lost and
very valuable art�cle.
The book w�th wh�ch he most often performed th�s tr�ck was that of
Pr�nce Mu�shetzk�, called "The Russ�an V�ne," and the passage he
best knew was, "The long suffer�ng and courageous suffer�ng of
wonderful and val�ant martyrs," but Petr Vass�l�tch was always try�ng
to catch h�m �n a m�stake.
"That's a l�e! That d�d not happen to Cypr�an the Myst�c, but to Den�s
the Chaste."
"What other Den�s could �t be? You are th�nk�ng of D�onys�us."
"Don't shuffle w�th words!"
"And don't you try to teach me!"
In a few moments both, swollen w�th rage, would be look�ng f�xedly
at one another, and say�ng:



"Perverter of the truth! Away, shameless one!"
Pakhom�e answered, as �f he were add�ng up accounts:
"As for you, you are a l�bert�ne, a goat, always hang�ng round the
women."
The shopman, w�th h�s hands tucked �nto h�s sleeves, sm�led
mal�c�ously, and, encourag�ng the guard�ans of the anc�ent rel�g�on,
cr�ed, just l�ke a small boy:
"Th—a—at's r�ght! Go �t!"
One day when the old men were quarrel�ng, Petr Vass�l�tch slapped
h�s comrade on the face w�th unexpected sw�ftness, put h�m to fl�ght,
and, w�p�ng the sweat from h�s face, called after the fug�t�ve:
"Look out; that s�n l�es to your account! You led my hand �nto s�n, you
accursed one; you ought to be ashamed of yourself!"
He was espec�ally fond of reproach�ng h�s comrades �n that they
were want�ng �n f�rm fa�th, and pred�ct�ng that they would fall away
�nto "Protestant�sm."
"That �s what troubles you, Aleksasha—the sound of the cock
crow�ng!"
Protestant�sm worr�ed and apparently fr�ghtened h�m, but to the
quest�on, "What �s the doctr�ne of that sect?" he answered, not very
�ntell�g�bly:
"Protestant�sm �s the most b�tter heresy; �t acknowledges reason
alone, and den�es God! Look at the B�ble Chr�st�ans, for example,
who read noth�ng but the B�ble, wh�ch came from a German, from
Luther, of whom �t was sa�d: He was r�ghtly called Luther, for �f you
make a verb of �t, �t runs: Lute bo, lubo luto![1] And all that comes
from the west, from the heret�cs of that part of the world."
Stamp�ng h�s mut�lated foot, he would say coldly and heav�ly:
"Those are they whom the new R�tual�sts w�ll have to dr�ve out,
whom they w�ll have to watch,—yes, and burn too! But not us—we
are of the true fa�th. Eastern, we are of the fa�th, the true, eastern,
or�g�nal Russ�an fa�th, and all the others are of the west, spo�led by



free w�ll! What good has ever come from the Germans, or the
French? Look what they d�d �n the year 12—."
Carr�ed away by h�s feel�ngs, he forgot that �t was a boy who stood
before h�m, and w�th h�s strong hands he took hold of me by the belt,
now draw�ng me to h�m, now push�ng me away, as he spoke
beaut�fully, emot�onally, hotly, and youthfully:
"The m�nd of man wanders �n the forest of �ts own thoughts. L�ke a
f�erce wolf �t wanders, the dev�l's ass�stant, putt�ng the soul of man,
the g�ft of God, on the rack! What have they �mag�ned, these
servants of the dev�l? The Bogomu�l�,[2] through whom Protestant�sm
came, taught thus: Satan, they say, �s the son of God, the elder
brother of Jesus Chr�st, That �s what they have come to! They taught
people also not to obey the�r super�ors, not to work, to abandon w�fe
and ch�ldren; a man needs noth�ng, no property whatever �n h�s l�fe;
let h�m l�ve as he chooses, and the dev�l shows h�m how. That
Aleksasha has turned up here aga�n."

[1] From Lutu� wh�ch means hard, v�olent.

[2] Another sect of Old Bel�evers.

At th�s moment the shopman set me to do some work, and I left the
old man alone �n the gallery, but he went on talk�ng to space:
"O soul w�thout w�ngs! O bl�nd-born k�tten, wh�ther shall I run to get
away from you?"
And then, w�th bent head and hands rest�ng on h�s knees, he fell �nto
a long s�lence, gaz�ng, �ntent and mot�onless, up at the gray w�nter
sky.
He began to take more not�ce of me, and h�s manner was k�nder.
When he found me w�th a book, he would glance over my shoulder,
and say:
"Read, youngster, read; �t �s worth your wh�le! It may be that you are
clever; �t �s a p�ty that you th�nk so l�ttle of your elders. You can stand
up to any one, you th�nk, but where w�ll your sauc�ness land you �n
the end? It w�ll lead you nowhere, youngster, but to a conv�ct's
pr�son. Read by all means; but remember that books are books, and



use your own bra�ns! Dan�lov, the founder of the Xl�st sect, came to
the conclus�on that ne�ther old nor new books were necessary, and
he put them all �n a sack, and threw them �n the water. Of course that
was a stup�d th�ng to do, but——And now that cur, Aleksasha, must
come d�sturb�ng us."
He was always talk�ng about th�s Aleksasha, and one day he came
�nto the shop, look�ng preoccup�ed and stem, and expla�ned to the
shopman:
"Aleksander Vass�l�ev �s here �n the town; he came yesterday. I have
been look�ng for h�m for a long t�me, but he has h�dden h�mself
somewhere!"
The shopman answered �n an unfr�endly tone:
"I don't know anyth�ng about h�m!"
Bend�ng h�s head, the old man sa�d:
"That means that for you, people are e�ther buyers or sellers, and
noth�ng more! Let us have some tea."
When I brought �n the b�g copper tea-pot, there were v�s�tors �n the
shop. There was old Luk�an, sm�l�ng happ�ly, and beh�nd the door �n
a dark corner sat a stranger dressed �n a dark overcoat and h�gh felt
boots, w�th a green belt, and a cap set clums�ly over h�s brows. H�s
face was �nd�st�nct, but he seemed to be qu�et and modest, and he
looked somewhat l�ke a shopman who had just lost h�s place and
was very dejected about �t.
Petr Vass�l�ch, not glanc�ng �n h�s d�rect�on, sa�d someth�ng sternly
and ponderously, and he pulled at h�s cap all the t�me, w�th a
convuls�ve movement of h�s r�ght hand. He would ra�se h�s hand as �f
he were about to cross h�mself, and push h�s cap upwards, and he
would do th�s unt�l he had pushed �t as far back as h�s crown, when
he would aga�n pull �t over h�s brows. That convuls�ve movement
rem�nded me of the mad beggar, Igosha, "Death �n h�s pocket."
"Var�ous k�nds of rept�les sw�m �n our muddy r�vers, and make the
water more turb�d than ever," sa�d Petr Vass�l�ch.
The man who resembled a shopman asked qu�etly and gently:



"Do you mean that for me?"
"And suppose I do mean �t for you?"
Then the man asked aga�n, not loudly but very frankly:
"Well, and what have you to say about yourself, man?"
"What I have to say about myself, I say to God—that �s my
bus�ness."
"No, man, �t �s m�ne also," sa�d the new-comer solemnly and f�rmly.
"Do not turn away your face from the truth, and don't bl�nd yourself
del�berately; that �s the great s�n towards God and your fellow-
creatures——"
I l�ked to hear h�m call Petr Vass�l�ch "man," and h�s qu�et, solemn
vo�ce st�rred me. He spoke as a good pr�est reads, "Lord and Master
of my l�fe," and bend�ng forward, got off h�s cha�r, spread�ng h�s
hands before h�s face:
"Do not judge me; my s�ns are not more gr�evous than yours."
The samovar bo�led and h�ssed, the old valuer spoke
contemptuously, and the other cont�nued, refus�ng to be stopped by
h�s words:
"Only God knows who most befouls the source of the Holy Sp�r�t. It
may be your s�n, you book-learned, l�terary people. As for me, I am
ne�ther book-learned nor l�terary; I am a man of s�mple l�fe."
"We know all about your s�mpl�c�ty—we have heard of �t—more than
we want to hear!"
"It �s you who confuse the people; you break up the true fa�th, you
scr�bes and Phar�sees. I—what shall I say? Tell me—"
"Heresy," sa�d Petr Vass�l�ch. The man held h�s hands before h�s
face, just as �f he were read�ng someth�ng wr�tten on them, and sa�d
warmly: "Do you th�nk that to dr�ve people from one hole to another
�s to do better than they? But I say no! I say: Let us be free, man!
What �s the good of a house, a w�fe, and all your belong�ngs, �n the
s�ght of God? Let us free ourselves, man, from all that for the sake of
wh�ch men f�ght and tear each other to p�eces—from gold and s�lver



and all k�nds of property, wh�ch br�ngs noth�ng but corrupt�on and
uncleanness! Not on earthly f�elds �s the soul saved, but �n the
valleys of parad�se! Tear yourself away from �t all, I say; break all
t�es, all cords; break the nets of th�s world. They are woven by
ant�chr�st. I am go�ng by the stra�ght road; I do not juggle w�th my
soul'; the dark world has no part �n me."
"And bread, water, clothes—do you have any part �n them? They are
worldly, you know," sa�d the valuer mal�c�ously.
But these words had no effect on Aleksander. He talked all the more
earnestly, and although h�s vo�ce was so low, �t had the sound of a
brass trumpet.
"What �s dear to you, man? The one God only should be dear to you.
I stand before H�m, cleansed from every sta�n. Remove the ways of
earth from your heart and see God; you alone—He alone! So you
w�ll draw near to God; that �s the only road to H�m. That �s the way of
salvat�on—to leave father and mother—to leave all, and even th�ne
eye, �f �t tempts thee—pluck �t out! For God's sake tear yourself from
th�ngs and save your soul; take refuge �n the sp�r�t, and your soul
shall l�ve for ever and ever."
"Well, �t �s a case w�th you, of the dog return�ng to h�s vom�t," sa�d
Petr Vass�l�ev, r�s�ng, "I should have thought that you would have
grown w�ser s�nce last year, but you are worse than ever."
The old man went sway�ng from the shop onto the terrace, wh�ch
act�on d�sturbed Aleksander. He asked amazedly and hast�ly:
"Has he gone? But—why?"
K�nd Luk�an, w�nk�ng consol�ngly, sa�d:
"That's all r�ght—that's all r�ght!"
Then Aleksander fell upon h�m:
"And what about you, worldl�ng? You are also sew�ng rubb�shy
words, and what do they mean? Well—a threefold allelu�a—a double
——"



Luk�an sm�led at h�m and then went out on the terrace also, and
Aleksander, turn�ng to the shopman, sa�d �n a tone of conv�ct�on:
"They can't stand up to me, they s�mply can't! They d�sappear l�ke
smoke before a flame."
The shopman looked at h�m from under h�s brows, and observed
dryly:
"I have not thought about the matter."
"What! Do you mean you have not thought about �t? Th�s �s a
bus�ness wh�ch demands to be thought about."
He sat for a moment �n s�lence, w�th droop�ng head. Then the old
men called h�m, and they all three went away.
Th�s man had burst upon me l�ke a bonf�re �n the n�ght. He burned
br�ghtly, and when he was ext�ngu�shed, left me feel�ng that there
was truth �n h�s refusal to l�ve as other men.
In the even�ng, choos�ng a good t�me, I spoke about h�m exc�tedly to
the head �con-pa�nter. Qu�et and k�nd Ivan Lar�onov�ch l�stened to
what I had to say, and expla�ned:

"He belongs to the Byegouns,[1] a sort of sect; they acknowledge no
author�ty."
"How do they l�ve?"
"L�ke fug�t�ves they wander about the earth; that �s why they have
been g�ven the name Byegoun. They say that no one ought to have
land, or property. And the pol�ce look upon them as dangerous, and
arrest them."
Although my l�fe was b�tter, I could not understand how any one
could run away from everyth�ng pleasant. In the l�fe wh�ch went on
around me at that t�me, there was much that was �nterest�ng and
prec�ous to me, and Aleksander Vass�l�ev soon faded from my m�nd.

[1] Byegouns, or wanderers, st�ll another sect of Old Bel�evers.

But from t�me to t�me, �n hours of darkness, he appeared to me. He
came by the f�elds, or by the gray road to the forest, pushed h�s cap



as�de w�th a convuls�ve movement of h�s wh�te hands, unso�led by
work, and muttered:
"I am go�ng on the stra�ght road; I have no part �n th�s world; I have
broken all t�es."
In conjunct�on w�th h�m I remembered my father, as grandmother had
seen h�m �n her dream, w�th a walnut st�ck �n h�s hand, and beh�nd
h�m a spotted dog runn�ng, w�th �ts tongue hang�ng out.

CHAPTER XIII

The �con-pa�nt�ng workshop occup�ed two rooms �n a large house
partly bu�lt of stone. One room had three w�ndows overlook�ng the
yard and one overlook�ng the garden; the other room had one
w�ndow overlook�ng the garden and another fac�ng the street. These
w�ndows were small and square, and the�r panes, �r�sated by age,
unw�ll�ngly adm�tted the pale, d�ffused l�ght of the w�nter days. Both
rooms were closely packed w�th tables, and at every table sat the
bent f�gures of �con-pa�nters. From the ce�l�ngs were suspended
glass balls full of water, wh�ch reflected the l�ght from the lamps and
threw �t upon the square surfaces of the �cons �n wh�te cold rays.
It was hot and st�fl�ng �n the workshop. Here worked about twenty
men, �con-pa�nters, from Palekh, Khol�a, and Mst�r. They all sat down
�n cotton overalls w�th unfastened collars. They had drawers made of
t�ck�ng, and were barefooted, or wore sandals. Over the�r heads
stretched, l�ke a blue ve�l, the smoke of cheap tobacco, and there
was a th�ck smell of s�ze, varn�sh, and rotten eggs. The melancholy
Vland�m�rsk� song flowed slowly, l�ke res�n:

How depraved the people have now become;
The boy ru�ned the g�rl, and cared not who knew.

They sang other melancholy songs, but th�s was the one they sang
most often. Its long-drawn-out movement d�d not h�nder one from
th�nk�ng, d�d not �mpede the movement of the f�ne brush, made of



weasel ha�r, over the surface of the �cons, as �t pa�nted �n the l�nes of
the f�gure, and la�d upon the emac�ated faces of the sa�nts the f�ne
l�nes of suffer�ng. By the w�ndows the chaser, Golovev, pl�ed h�s
small hammer. He was a drunken old man w�th an enormous blue
nose. The lazy stream of song was punctuated by the ceaseless dry
tap of the hammer; �t was l�ke a worm gnaw�ng at a tree. Some ev�l
gen�us had d�v�ded the work �nto a long ser�es of act�ons, bereft of
beauty and �ncapable of arous�ng any love for the bus�ness, or
�nterest �n �t. The squ�nt�ng jo�ner, Panph�l, �ll-natured and mal�c�ous,
brought the p�eces of cypress and l�lac-wood of d�fferent s�zes, wh�ch
he had planed and glued; the consumpt�ve lad, Dav�dov, la�d the
colors on; h�s comrade, Sorok�n, pa�nted �n the �nscr�pt�on; M�lyash�n
outl�ned the des�gn from the or�g�nal w�th a penc�l; old Golovev g�lded
�t, and embossed the pattern �n gold; the f�n�shers drew the
landscape, and the clothes of the f�gures; and then they were stood
w�th faces or hands aga�nst the wall, wa�t�ng for the work of the face-
pa�nter.
It was very we�rd to see a large �con �ntended for an �conastas�s, or
the doors of the altar, stand�ng aga�nst the wall w�thout face, hands,
or feet,—just the sacerdotal vestments, or the armor, and the short
garments of archangels. These var�ously pa�nted tablets suggested
death. That wh�ch should have put l�fe �nto them was absent, but �t
seemed as �f �t had been there, and had m�raculously d�sappeared,
leav�ng only �ts heavy vestments beh�nd.
When the features had been pa�nted �n by the face-pa�nter, the �con
was handed to the workman, who f�lled �n the des�gn of the chaser. A
d�fferent workman had to do the letter�ng, and the varn�sh was put on
by the head workman h�mself Ivan Lar�onov�ch, a qu�et man. He had
a gray face; h�s beard, too, was gray, the ha�r f�ne and s�lky; h�s gray
eyes were pecul�arly deep and sad. He had a pleasant sm�le, but
one could not sm�le at h�m. He made one feel awkward, somehow.
He looked l�ke the �mage of S�mon Stolpn�k, just as lean and
emac�ated, and h�s mot�onless eyes looked far away �n the same
abstracted manner, through people and walls.
Some days after I entered the workshop, the banner-worker, a
Cossack of the Don, named Kapend�ukh�n, a handsome, m�ghty



fellow, arr�ved �n a state of �ntox�cat�on. W�th clenched teeth and h�s
gentle, woman�sh eyes bl�nk�ng, he began to smash up everyth�ng
w�th h�s �ron f�st, w�thout utter�ng a word. Of med�um he�ght and well
bu�lt, he cast h�mself on the workroom l�ke a cat chas�ng rats �n a
cellar. The others lost the�r presence of m�nd, and h�d themselves
away �n the corners, call�ng out to one another:
"Knock h�m down!"
The face-pa�nter, Evgen S�tanov, was successful �n stunn�ng the
maddened creature by h�tt�ng h�m on the head w�th a small stool.
The Cossack subs�ded on the floor, and was �mmed�ately held down
and t�ed up w�th towels, wh�ch he began to b�te and tear w�th the
teeth of a w�ld beast. Th�s �nfur�ated Evgen. He jumped on the table,
and w�th h�s hands pressed close to h�s s�des, prepared to jump on
the Cossack. Tall and stout as he was, he would have �nev�tably
crushed the breast-bone of Kapend�ukh�n by h�s leap, but at that
moment Lar�onov�ch appeared on the scene �n cap and overcoat,
shook h�s f�nger at S�tanov, and sa�d to the workmen �n a qu�et and
bus�ness-l�ke tone:
"Carry h�m �nto the vest�bule, and leave h�m there t�ll he �s sober."
They dragged the Cossack out of the workshop, set the cha�rs and
tables stra�ght, and once aga�n set to work, lett�ng fall short remarks
on the strength of the�r comrade, prophesy�ng that he would one day
be k�lled by some one �n a quarrel.
"It would be a d�ff�cult matter to k�ll h�m," sa�d S�tanov very calmly, as
�f he were speak�ng of a bus�ness wh�ch he understood very well.
I looked at Lar�onov�ch, wonder�ng perplexedly why these strong,
pug�l�st�c people were so eas�ly ruled by h�m. He showed every one
how he ought to work; even the best workmen l�stened w�ll�ngly to h�s
adv�ce; he taught Kapend�ukh�n more, and w�th more words, than the
others.
"You, Kapend�ukh�n, are what �s called a pa�nter—that �s, you ought
to pa�nt from l�fe �n the Ital�an manner. Pa�nt�ng �n o�ls requ�res warm
colors, and you have �ntroduced too much wh�te, and made Our
Lady's eyes as cold as w�nter. The cheeks are pa�nted red, l�ke



apples, and the eyes do not seem to belong to them. And they are
not put �n r�ght, e�ther; one �s look�ng over the br�dge of the nose, and
the other has moved to the temple; and the face has not come out
pure and holy, but crafty, w�ntry. You don't th�nk about your work,
Kapend�ukh�n."
The Cossack l�stened and made a wry face. Then sm�l�ng �mpudently
w�th h�s woman�sh eyes, he sa�d �n h�s pleasant vo�ce, wh�ch was
rather hoarse w�th so much dr�nk�ng:
"Ekh! I—va—a—n Lar�onov�ch, my father, that �s not my trade. I was
born to be a mus�c�an, and they put me among monks."
"W�th zeal, any bus�ness may be mastered."
"No; what do you take me for? I ought to have been a coachman
w�th a team of gray horses, eh?" And protrud�ng h�s Adam's apple,
he drawled despa�r�ngly:

"Eh, �-akh, �f I had a leash of grayhounds
And dark brown horses,
Och, when I am �n torment on frosty n�ghts
I would fly stra�ght, stra�ght to my love!"

Ivan Lar�onov�ch, sm�l�ng m�ldly, set h�s glasses stra�ght on h�s gray,
sad, melancholy nose, and went away. But a dozen vo�ces took up
the song �n a fr�endly sp�r�t, and there flowed forth a m�ghty stream of
song wh�ch seemed to ra�se the whole work-shop �nto the a�r and
shake �t w�th measured blows:

"By custom the horses know
Where the l�ttle lady l�ves."

The apprent�ce, Pashka Od�ntzov, threw as�de h�s work of pour�ng off
the yolks of the eggs, and hold�ng the shells �n h�s hand, led the
chorus �n a masterly manner. Intox�cated by the sounds, they all
forgot themselves, they all breathed together as �f they had but one
bosom, and were full of the same feel�ngs, look�ng s�deways at the
Cossack. When he sang, the workshop acknowledged h�m as �ts
master; they were all drawn to h�m, followed the br�ef movements of
h�s hands; he spread h�s arms out as �f he were about to fly. I bel�eve
that �f he had suddenly broken off h�s song and cr�ed, "Let us smash



up everyth�ng," even the most ser�ous of the workmen would have
smashed the workshop to p�eces �n a few moments.
He sang rarely, but the power of h�s tumultuous songs was always
�rres�st�ble and all-conquer�ng. It was as �f these people were not
very strongly made, and he could l�ft them up and set them on f�re;
as �f everyth�ng was bent when �t came w�th�n the warm �nfluence of
that m�ghty organ of h�s.
As for me, these songs aroused �n me a hot feel�ng of envy of the
s�nger, of h�s adm�rable power over people. A pa�nful emot�on flowed
over my heart, mak�ng �t feel as �f �t would burst. I wanted to weep
and call out to the s�ngers:
"I love you!"
Consumpt�ve, yellow Dav�dov, who was covered w�th tufts of ha�r,
also opened h�s mouth, strangely resembl�ng a young jackdaw newly
burst out of the egg.
These happy, r�otous songs were only sung when the Cossack
started them. More often they sang the sad, drawn-out one about the
depraved people, and another about the forests, and another about
the death of Alexander I, "How our Alexander went to rev�ew h�s
army." Somet�mes at the suggest�on of our best face pa�nter,
J�kharev, they tr�ed to s�ng some church melod�es, but �t was seldom
a success. J�kharev always wanted one part�cular th�ng; he had only
one �dea of harmony, and he kept on stopp�ng the song.
He was a man of forty-f�ve, dry, bald, w�th black, curly, g�psy-l�ke ha�r,
and large black brows wh�ch looked l�ke mustaches. H�s po�nted,
th�ck beard was very ornamental to h�s f�ne, swarthy, un-Russ�an
face, but under h�s protuberant nose stuck out feroc�ous-look�ng
mustaches, superfluous when one took h�s brows �nto cons�derat�on.
H�s blue eyes d�d not match, the left be�ng not�ceably larger than the
r�ght.
"Pashka," he cr�ed �n a tenor vo�ce to my comrade, the apprent�ce,
"come along now, start off: 'Pra�se—'Now people, l�sten!"
W�p�ng h�s hands on h�s apron, Pashka led off:



"Pr—a—a—�se—"
"The Name of the Lord," several vo�ces caught �t up, but J�kharev
cr�ed fuss�ly:
"Lower, Evgen! Let your vo�ce come from the very depths of the
soul."
S�tanov, �n a vo�ce so deep that �t sounded l�ke the rattle of a drum,
gave forth:
"R—rab� Gospoda (slaves of the Lord)—"
"Not l�ke that! That part should be taken �n such a way that the earth
should tremble and the doors and w�ndows should open of
themselves!"
J�kharev was �n a state of �ncomprehens�ble exc�tement. H�s
extraord�nary brows went up and down on h�s forehead, h�s vo�ce
broke, h�s f�ngers played on an �nv�s�ble dulc�mer.
"Slaves of the Lord—do you understand?" he sa�d �mportantly. "You
have got to feel that r�ght to the kernel of your be�ng, r�ght through
the shell. Slaves, pra�se the Lord! How �s �t that you—l�v�ng people—
do not understand that?"
"We never seem to get �t as you say �t ought to be," sa�d S�tanov
qu�etly.
"Well, let �t alone then!"
J�kharev, offended, went on w�th h�s work. He was the best workman
we had, for he could pa�nt faces �n the Byzant�ne manner, and
art�st�cally, �n the new Ital�an style. When he took orders for
�conostas�s, Lar�onov�ch took counsel w�th h�m. He had a f�ne
knowledge of all or�g�nal �mage-pa�nt�ngs; all the costly cop�es of
m�raculous �cons, Theodorovsk�, Kazansk�, and others, passed
through h�s hands. But when he l�ghted upon the or�g�nals, he
growled loudly:
"These or�g�nals t�e us down; there �s no gett�ng away from that fact."
In sp�te of h�s super�or pos�t�on �n the workshop, he was less
conce�ted than the others, and was k�nd to the apprent�ces—Pavl



and me. He wanted to teach us the work, s�nce no one else ever
bothered about us.
He was d�ff�cult to understand; he was not usually cheerful, and
somet�mes he would work for a whole week �n s�lence, l�ke a dumb
man. He looked on every one as at strangers who amazed h�m, as �f
�t were the f�rst t�me he had come across such people. And although
he was very fond of s�ng�ng, at such t�mes he d�d not s�ng, nor d�d he
even l�sten to the songs. All the others watched h�m, w�nk�ng at one
another. He would bend over the �con wh�ch stood s�deways, h�s
tablet on h�s knees, the m�ddle rest�ng on the edge of the table, wh�le
h�s f�ne brush d�l�gently pa�nted the dark, fore�gn face. He was dark
and fore�gn-look�ng h�mself. Suddenly he would say �n a clear,
offended tone:
"Forerunner—what does that mean? Tech means �n anc�ent
language 'to go.' A forerunner �s one who goes before,—and that �s
all."
The workshop was very qu�et; every one was glanc�ng askance at
J�kharev, laugh�ng, and �n the st�llness rang out these strange words:
"He ought to be pa�nted w�th a sheepsk�n and w�ngs."
"Whom are you talk�ng to?" I asked.
He was s�lent, e�ther not hear�ng my quest�on or not car�ng to answer
�t. Then h�s words aga�n fell �nto the expectant s�lence:
"The l�ves of the sa�nts are what we ought to know! What do we
know? We l�ve w�thout w�ngs. Where �s the soul? The soul—where �s
�t? The or�g�nals are there—yes—but where are the souls?"
Th�s th�nk�ng aloud caused even S�tanov to laugh der�s�vely, and
almost always some one wh�spered w�th mal�c�ous joy:
"He w�ll get drunk on Saturday."
Tall, s�newy S�tanov, a youngster of twenty-two years, w�th a round
face w�thout wh�skers or eyebrows, gazed sadly and ser�ously �nto
the corner.



I remember when the copy of the Theodorovsk� Madonna, wh�ch I
bel�eve was Kungur, was f�n�shed. J�kharev placed the �con on the
table and sa�d loudly, exc�tedly:
"It �s f�n�shed, L�ttle Mother! Br�ght Chal�ce, Thou! Thou, bottomless
cup, �n wh�ch are shed the b�tter tears from the hearts of the world of
creatures!"
And throw�ng an overcoat over h�s shoulders, he went out to the
tavern. The young men laughed and wh�stled, the elder ones looked
after h�m w�th env�ous s�ghs, and S�tanov went to h�s work. Look�ng
at �t attent�vely, he expla�ned:
"Of course he w�ll go and get drunk, because he �s sorry to have to
hand over h�s work. That sort of regret �s not g�ven to all."
J�kharev's dr�nk�ng bouts always began on Saturday, and h�s, you
must understand, was not the usual alcohol�c fever of the workman.
It began thus: In the morn�ng he would wr�te a note and sent Pavl
somewhere w�th �t, and before d�nner he would say to Lar�onov�ch:
"I am go�ng to the bath to-day."
"W�ll you be long?"
"Well, Lord—"
"Please don't be gone over Tuesday!"
J�kharev bowed h�s bald cran�um �n assent; h�s brows tw�tched.
When he returned from the baths, he att�red h�mself fash�onably �n a
false sh�rt-front and a cravat, attached a long s�lver cha�n to h�s sat�n
wa�stcoat, and went out w�thout speak�ng, except to say to Pavl and
me:
"Clean up the workshop before the even�ng; wash the large table
and scrape �t."
Then a k�nd of hol�day exc�tement showed �tself �n every one of
them. They braced themselves up, cleaned themselves, ran to the
bath, and had supper �n a hurry. After supper J�kharev appeared w�th
l�ght refreshments, beer, and w�ne, and follow�ng h�m came a woman
so exaggerated �n every respect that she was almost a monstros�ty.



She was s�x feet f�ve �nches �n he�ght. All our cha�rs and stools
looked l�ke toys when she was there, and even tall S�tanov looked
unders�zed bes�de her. She was well formed, but her bosom rose l�ke
a h�llock to her ch�n, and her movements were slow and awkward.
She was about forty years of age, but her mob�le face, w�th �ts great
horse-l�ke eyes, was fresh and smooth, and her small mouth looked
as �f �t had been pa�nted on, l�ke that of a cheap doll. She sm�led,
held out her broad hand to everyone, and spoke unnecessary words:
"How do you do? There �s a hard frost to-day. What a stuffy smell
there �s here! It �s the smell of pa�nt. How do you do?"
To look at her, so calm and strong, l�ke a large r�ver at h�gh t�de, was
pleasant, but her speech had a sopor�f�c �nfluence, and was both
superfluous and wear�some. Before she uttered a word, she used to
puff, mak�ng her almost l�v�d cheeks rounder than ever. The young
ones g�ggled, and wh�spered among themselves:
"She �s l�ke an eng�ne!"
"L�ke a steeple!"
Purs�ng her l�ps and fold�ng her hands under her bosom, she sat at
the cloth-covered table by the samovar, and looked at us all �n turn
w�th a k�nd express�on �n her horse-l�ke eyes.
Every one treated her w�th great respect, and the younger ones were
even rather afra�d of her. The youths looked at that great body w�th
eager eyes, but when they met her all-embrac�ng glance, they
lowered the�r own eyes �n confus�on. J�kharev was also respectful to
h�s guest, addressed her as "you," called her "l�ttle comrade," and
pressed hosp�tal�ty upon her, bow�ng low the wh�le.
"Now don't you put yourself out," she drawled sweetly. "What a fuss
you are mak�ng of me, really!"
As for herself, she l�ved w�thout hurry; her arms moved only from the
elbow to the wr�st, wh�le the elbows themselves were pressed
aga�nst her s�des. From her came an ardent smell, as of hot bread.
Old Golovev, stammer�ng �n h�s enthus�asm, pra�sed the beauty of
the woman, l�ke a deacon chant�ng the d�v�ne pra�ses. She l�stened,



sm�l�ng affably, and when he had become �nvolved �n h�s speech,
sa�d of herself:
"We were not a b�t handsome when we were young; th�s has all
come through l�v�ng as a woman. By the t�me we were th�rty, we had
become so remarkable that even the nob�l�ty �nterested themselves
�n us, and one d�str�ct commander actually prom�sed a carr�age w�th
a pa�r of horses."
Kapend�ukh�n, t�psy and d�shevelled, looked at her w�th a glance of
hatred, and asked coarsely:
"What d�d he prom�se you that for?"
"In return for our love, of course," expla�ned the guest.
"Love," muttered Kapend�ukh�n, "what sort of love?"
"Such a handsome young man as you are must know all about love,"
answered the woman s�mply.
The workshop shook w�th laughter, and S�tanov growled to
Kapend�ukh�n:
"A fool, �f no worse, she �s! People only love that way through a great
pass�on, as every one knows."
He was pale w�th the w�ne he had drunk; drops of sweat stood on h�s
temples l�ke pearls; h�s �ntell�gent eyes burned alarm�ngly.
But old Golovev, tw�tch�ng h�s monstrous nose, w�ped the tears from
h�s eyes w�th h�s f�ngers, and asked:
"How many ch�ldren d�d you have?"
"Only one."
Over the table hung a lamp; over the stove, another. They gave a
feeble l�ght; th�ck shadows gathered �n the corners of the workshop,
from wh�ch looked half-pa�nted headless f�gures. The dull, gray
patches �n place of hands and heads look we�rd and large, and, as
usual, �t seemed to me that the bod�es of the sa�nts had secretly
d�sappeared from the pa�nted garments. The glass balls, ra�sed r�ght



up to the ce�l�ng, hung there on hooks �n a cloud of smoke, and
gleamed w�th a blue l�ght.
J�kharev went restlessly round the table, press�ng hosp�tal�ty on
every one. H�s broad, bald skull �ncl�ned f�rst to one and then to
another, h�s th�n f�ngers always were on the move. He was very th�n,
and h�s nose, wh�ch was l�ke that of a b�rd of prey, seemed to have
grown sharper; when he stood s�deways to the l�ght, the shadow of
h�s nose lay on h�s cheek.
"Dr�nk and eat, fr�ends," he sa�d �n h�s r�ng�ng tenor.
"Why do you worry yourself, comrade? They all have hands, and
every one has h�s own hands and h�s own appet�te; more than that
no one can eat, however much they may want to!"
"Rest yourself, people," cr�ed J�kharev �n a r�ng�ng vo�ce. "My fr�ends,
we are all the slaves of God; let us s�ng, 'Pra�se H�s Name.'"
The chant was not a success; they were all enervated and stupef�ed
by eat�ng and vodka-dr�nk�ng. In Kapend�ukh�n's hands was a
harmon�ca w�th a double keyboard; young V�ctor Salaut�n, dark and
ser�ous as a young crow, took up a drum, and let h�s f�ngers wander
over the t�ghtly stretched sk�n, wh�ch gave forth a deep sound; the
tambour�nes t�nkled.
"The Russ�an dance!" commanded J�kharev, "l�ttle comrade, please."
"Ach!" s�ghed the woman, r�s�ng, "what a worry you are!"
She went to the space wh�ch had been cleared, and stood there
sol�dly, l�ke a sentry. She wore a short brown sk�rt, a yellow bat�ste
blouse, and a red handkerch�ef on her head.
The harmon�ca uttered pass�onate lamentat�ons; �ts l�ttle bells rang;
the tambour�nes t�nkled; the sk�n of the drum gave forth a heavy, dull,
s�gh�ng sound. Th�s had an unpleasant effect, as �f a man had gone
mad and was groan�ng, sobb�ng, and knock�ng h�s head aga�nst the
wall.
J�kharev could not dance. He s�mply moved h�s feet about, and
sett�ng down the heels of h�s br�ghtly pol�shed boots, jumped about
l�ke a goat, and that not �n t�me w�th the clamorous mus�c. H�s feet



seemed to belong to some one else; h�s body wr�thed unbeaut�fully;
he struggled l�ke a wasp �n a sp�der's web, or a f�sh �n a net. It was
not at all a cheerful s�ght. But all of them, even the t�psy ones,
seemed to be �mpressed by h�s convuls�ons; they all watched h�s
face and arms �n s�lence. The chang�ng express�ons of h�s face were
amaz�ng. Now he looked k�nd and rather shy, suddenly he became
proud, and frowned harshly; now he seemed to be startled by
someth�ng, s�ghed, closed h�s eyes for a second, and when he
opened them, wore a sad express�on. Clench�ng h�s f�sts he stole up
to the woman, and suddenly stamp�ng h�s feet, fell on h�s knees �n
front of her w�th arms outspread and ra�sed brows, sm�l�ng ardently.
She looked down upon h�m w�th an affable sm�le, and sa�d to h�m
calmly:
"Stand up, comrade."
She tr�ed to close her eyes, but those eyes, wh�ch were �n
c�rcumference l�ke a three copeck p�ece, would not close, and her
face wr�nkled and assumed an unpleasant express�on.
She could not dance e�ther, and d�d noth�ng but move her enormous
body from s�de to s�de, no�selessly transferr�ng �t from place to place.
In her left hand was a handkerch�ef wh�ch she waved langu�dly; her
r�ght was placed on her h�p. Th�s gave her the appearance of a large
p�tcher.
And J�kharev moved round th�s mass�ve woman w�th so many
d�fferent changes of express�on that he seemed to be ten d�fferent
men danc�ng, �nstead of one. One was qu�et and humble, another
proud and terr�fy�ng; �n the th�rd movement he was afra�d, s�gh�ng
gently, as �f he des�red to sl�p away unnot�ced from the large,
unpleasant woman. But st�ll another person appeared, gnash�ng h�s
teeth and wr�th�ng convuls�vely l�ke a wounded dog. Th�s sad, ugly
dance rem�nded me of the sold�ers, the laundresses, and the cooks,
and the�r v�le behav�or.
S�tanov's qu�et words stuck �n my memory:
"In these affa�rs every one l�es; that's part of the bus�ness. Every one
�s ashamed; no one loves any one—but �t �s s�mply an amusement."



I d�d not w�sh to bel�eve that "every one l�ed �n these affa�rs." How
about Queen Margot, then? And of course J�kharev was not ly�ng.
And I knew that S�tanov had loved a "street" g�rl, and she had
dece�ved h�m. He had not beaten her for �t, as h�s comrades adv�sed
h�m to do, but had been k�nd to her.
The large woman went on rock�ng, sm�l�ng l�ke a corpse, wav�ng her
handkerch�ef. J�kharev jumped convuls�vely about her, and I looked
on and thought: "Could Eve, who was able to dece�ve God, have
been anyth�ng l�ke th�s horse?" I was se�zed by a feel�ng of d�sl�ke for
her.
The faceless �mages looked from the dark walls; the dark n�ght
pressed aga�nst the w�ndow-panes. The lamps burned d�mly �n the
stuffy workshop; �f one l�stened, one could hear above the heavy
trampl�ng and the d�n of vo�ces the qu�ck dropp�ng of water from the
copper wash-bas�n �nto the tub.
How unl�ke th�s was to the l�fe I read of �n books! It was pa�nfully
unl�ke �t. At length they all grew weary of th�s, and Kapend�ukh�n put
the harmon�ca �nto Salaut�n's hands, and cr�ed:
"Go on! F�re away!"
He danced l�ke Vanka Tz�gan, just as �f he was sw�mm�ng �n the a�r.
Then Pavl Od�ntzov and Sorokh�n danced pass�onately and l�ghtly
after h�m. The consumpt�ve Dav�dov also moved h�s feet about the
floor, and coughed from the dust, smoke, and the strong odor of
vodka and smoked sausage, wh�ch always smells l�ke tanned h�de.
They danced, and sang, and shouted, but each remembered that
they were mak�ng merry, and gave each other a sort of test—a test
of ag�l�ty and endurance.
T�psy S�tanov asked f�rst one and then another:
"Do you th�nk any one could really love a woman l�ke that?"
He looked as �f he were on the verge of tears.
Lar�onov�ch, l�ft�ng the sharp bones of h�s shoulders, answered:
"A woman �s a woman—what more do you want?"



The two of whom they spoke d�sappeared unnot�ced. J�kharev
reappeared �n the workshop �n two or three days, went to the bath,
and worked for two weeks �n h�s corner, w�thout speak�ng, pompous
and estranged from every one.
"Have they gone?" asked S�tanov of h�mself, look�ng round the
workshop w�th sad blue-gray eyes. H�s face was not handsome, for
there was someth�ng elderly about �t, but h�s eyes were clear and
good. S�tanov was fr�endly to me—a fact wh�ch I owed to my th�ck
note-book �n wh�ch I had wr�tten poetry. He d�d not bel�eve �n God,
but �t was hard to understand who �n the workshop, bes�de
Lar�onov�ch, loved God and bel�eved �n H�m. They all spoke of H�m
w�th lev�ty, der�s�vely, just as they l�ked to speak of the�r m�stresses.
Yet when they d�ned, or supped, they all crossed themselves, and
when they went to bed, they sa�d the�r prayers, and went to church
on Sundays and feast days.
S�tanov d�d none of these th�ngs, and he was counted as an
unbel�ever.
"There �s no God," he sa�d.
"Where d�d we all come from, then?"
"I don't know."
When I asked h�m how God could poss�bly not be, he expla�ned:
"Don't you see that God �s he�ght!"
He ra�sed h�s long arm above h�s head, then lowered �t to an arsh�n
from the floor, and sa�d:
"And man �s depth! Is that true? And �t �s wr�tten: Man was created �n
the �mage and l�keness of God,—as you know! And what �s Golovev
l�ke?"
Th�s defeated me. The d�rty and drunken old man, �n sp�te of h�s
years, was g�ven to an unment�onable s�n. I remembered the V�atsk�
sold�er, Ermokh�n, and grandmother's s�ster. Where was God's
l�keness �n them?



"Human creatures are sw�ne—as you know," sa�d S�tanov, and then
he tr�ed to console me. "Never m�nd, Max�m, there are good people;
there are!"
He was easy to get on w�th; he was so s�mple. When he d�d not
know anyth�ng, he sa�d frankly:
"I don't know; I never thought about �t!"
Th�s was someth�ng unusual. Unt�l I met h�m, I had only come across
people who knew everyth�ng and talked about everyth�ng. It was
strange to me to see �n h�s note-book, s�de by s�de w�th good poetry
wh�ch touched the soul, many obscene verses wh�ch aroused no
feel�ng but that of shame. When I spoke to h�m about Pushk�n, he
showed me "Gavr�alad," wh�ch had been cop�ed �n h�s book.
"What �s Pushk�n? Noth�ng but a jester, but that Bened�ktov—he �s
worth pay�ng attent�on to."
And clos�ng h�s eyes he repeated softly:

"Look at the bew�tch�ng bosom
Of a beaut�ful woman."

For some reason he was espec�ally part�al to the three l�nes wh�ch
he quoted w�th joyful pr�de:

"Not even the orbs of an eagle
Into that warm clo�ster can penetrate
And read that heart."

"Do you understand that?"
It was very uncomfortable to me to have to acknowledge that I d�d
not understand what he was so pleased about.

CHAPTER XIV

My dut�es �n the workshop were not compl�cated.



In the morn�ng when they were all asleep, I had to prepare the
samovar for the men, and wh�le they drank tea �n the k�tchen, Pavl
and I swept and dusted the workshop, set out red, yellow, or wh�te
pa�nts, and then I went to the shop. In the even�ng I had to gr�nd up
colors and "watch" the work. At f�rst I watched w�th great �nterest, but
I soon real�zed that all the men who were engaged on th�s hand�craft
wh�ch was d�v�ded up �nto so many processes, d�sl�ked �t, and
suffered from a tortur�ng boredom.
The even�ngs were free. I used to tell them stor�es about l�fe on the
steamer and d�fferent stor�es out of books, and w�thout not�c�ng how
�t came about, I soon held a pecul�ar pos�t�on �n the workshop as
story-teller and reader.
I soon found out that all these people knew less than I d�d; almost all
of them had been stuck �n the narrow cage of workshop l�fe s�nce
the�r ch�ldhood, and were st�ll �n �t. Of all the occupants of the
workshop, only J�kharev had been �n Moscow, of wh�ch he spoke
suggest�vely and frown�ngly:
"Moscow does not bel�eve �n tears; there they know wh�ch s�de the�r
bread �s buttered."
None of the rest had been farther than Shuya, or Vlad�m�r. When
ment�on was made of Kazan, they asked me:
"Are there many Russ�ans there? Are there any churches?"
For them, Perm was �n S�ber�a, and they would not bel�eve that
S�ber�a was beyond the Urals.
"Sandres come from the Urals; and sturgeon—where are they
found? Where do they get them? From the Casp�an Sea? That
means that the Urals are on the sea!"
Somet�mes I thought that they were laugh�ng at me when they
declared that England was on the other s�de of the Atlant�c, and that
Bonaparte belonged by b�rth to a noble fam�ly of Kalonga. When I
told them stor�es of what I had seen, they hardly bel�eved me, but
they all loved terr�ble tales �nterm�xed w�th h�story. Even the men of
mature years ev�dently preferred �mag�nat�on to the truth. I could see
very well that the more �mprobable the events, the more fantast�c the



story, the more attent�vely they l�stened to me. On the whole, real�ty
d�d not �nterest them, and they all gazed dream�ly �nto the future, not
w�sh�ng to see the poverty and h�deousness of the present.
Th�s aston�shed me so much the more, �nasmuch as I had felt keenly
enough the contrad�ct�on ex�st�ng between l�fe and books. Here
before me were l�v�ng people, and �n books there were none l�ke
them—no Smour�, stoker Yaakov, fug�t�ve Aleksander Vass�l�ev,
J�kharev, or washerwoman Natal�a.
In Dav�dov's trunk a torn copy of Gol�tz�nsk�'s stor�es was found
—"Ivan Vu�j�g�n," "The Bulgar," "A Volume of Baron Brambeuss." I
read all these aloud to them, and they were del�ghted. Lar�onov�ch
sa�d:
"Read�ng prevents quarrels and no�se; �t �s a good th�ng!"
I began to look about d�l�gently for books, found them, and read
almost every even�ng. Those were pleasant even�ngs. It was as qu�et
as n�ght �n the workshop; the glass balls hung over the tables l�ke
wh�te cold stars, the�r rays l�ght�ng up shaggy and bald heads. I saw
round me at the table, calm, thoughtful faces; now and aga�n an
exclamat�on of pra�se of the author, or hero was heard. They were
attent�ve and ben�gn, qu�te unl�ke themselves. I l�ked them very much
at those t�mes, and they also behaved well to me. I felt that I was �n
my r�ght place.
"When we have books �t �s l�ke spr�ng w�th us; when the w�nter
frames are taken out and for the f�rst t�me we can open the w�ndows
as we l�ke," sa�d S�tanov one day.
It was hard to f�nd books. We could not afford to subscr�be to a
l�brary, but I managed to get them somehow, ask�ng for them
wherever I went, as a char�ty. One day the second off�cer of the f�re
br�gade gave me the f�rst volume of "Lermontov," and �t was from th�s
that I felt the power of poetry, and �ts m�ghty �nfluence over people. I
remember even now how, at the f�rst l�nes of "The Demon," S�tanov
looked f�rst at the book and then at my face, la�d down h�s brush on
the table, and, embrac�ng h�s knee w�th h�s long arms, rocked to and
fro, sm�l�ng.



"Not so much no�se, brothers," sa�d Lar�onov�ch, and also lay�ng
as�de h�s work, he went to S�tanov's table where I was read�ng. The
poem st�rred me pa�nfully and sweetly; my vo�ce was broken; I could
hardly read the l�nes. Tears poured from my eyes. But what moved
me st�ll more was the dull, caut�ous movement of the workmen. In
the workshop everyth�ng seemed to be d�verted from �ts usual course
—drawn to me as �f I had been a magnet. When I had f�n�shed the
f�rst part, almost all of them were stand�ng round the table, closely
press�ng aga�nst one another, embrac�ng one another, frown�ng and
laugh�ng.
"Go on read�ng," sa�d J�kharev, bend�ng my head over the book.
When I had f�n�shed read�ng, he took the book, looked at the t�tle, put
�t under h�s arm, and sa�d:
"We must read th�s aga�n! We w�ll read �t to-morrow! I w�ll h�de the
book away."
He went away, locked "Lermontov" �n h�s drawer, and returned to h�s
work. It was qu�et �n the workshop; the men stole back to the�r tables.
S�tanov went to the w�ndow, pressed h�s forehead aga�nst the glass,
and stood there as �f frozen. J�kharev, aga�n lay�ng down h�s brush,
sa�d �n a stern vo�ce:
"Well, such �s l�fe; slaves of God—yes—ah!"
He shrugged h�s shoulders, h�d h�s face, and went on:
"I can draw the dev�l h�mself; black and rough, w�th w�ngs of red
flame, w�th red lead, but the face, hands, and feet—these should be
blu�sh-wh�te, l�ke snow on a moonl�ght n�ght."
Unt�l close upon supper-t�me he revolved about on h�s stool, restless
and unl�ke h�mself, drumm�ng w�th h�s f�ngers and talk�ng
un�ntell�g�bly of the dev�l, of women and Eve, of parad�se, and of the
s�ns of holy men.
"That �s all true!" he declared. "If the sa�nts s�nned w�th s�nful women,
then of course the dev�l may s�n w�th a pure soul."



They l�stened to h�m �n s�lence; probably, l�ke me, they had no des�re
to speak. They worked unw�ll�ngly, look�ng all the t�me at the�r
watches, and as soon as �t struck ten, they put away the�r work
altogether.
S�tanov and J�kharev went out to the yard, and I went w�th them.
There, gaz�ng at the stars, S�tanov sa�d:

"L�ke a wander�ng caravan
Thrown �nto space, �t shone."

"You d�d not make that up yourself!"
"I can never remember words," sa�d J�kharev, sh�ver�ng �n the b�tter
cold. "I can't remember anyth�ng; but he, I see—It �s an amaz�ng
th�ng—a man who actually p�t�es the dev�l! He has made you sorry
for h�m, hasn't he?"
"He has," agreed S�tanov.
"There, that �s a real man!" excla�med J�kharev rem�n�scently. In the
vest�bule he warned me: "You, Max�m, don't speak to any one �n the
shop about that book, for of course �t �s a forb�dden one."
I rejo�ced; th�s must be one of the books of wh�ch the pr�est had
spoken to me �n the confess�onal.
We supped langu�dly, w�thout the usual no�se and talk, as �f
someth�ng �mportant had occurred and we could not keep from
th�nk�ng about �t, and after supper, when we were go�ng to bed,
J�kharev sa�d to me, as he drew forth the book:
"Come, read �t once more!"
Several men rose from the�r beds, came to the table, and sat
themselves round �t, undressed as they were, w�th the�r legs
crossed.
And aga�n when I had f�n�shed read�ng, J�kharev sa�d, strumm�ng h�s
f�ngers on the table:
"That �s a l�v�ng p�cture of h�m! Ach, dev�l, dev�l—that's how he �s,
brothers, eh?"



S�tanov leaned over my shoulder, read someth�ng, and laughed, as
he sa�d:
"I shall copy that �nto my own note-book." J�kharev stood up and
carr�ed the book to h�s own table, but he turned back and sa�d �n an
offended, shaky vo�ce:
"We l�ve l�ke bl�nd pupp�es—to what end we do not know. We are not
necessary e�ther to God or the dev�l! How are we slaves of the Lord?
The Jehovah of slaves and the Lord H�mself speaks w�th them! W�th
Moses, too! He even gave Moses a name; �t means 'Th�s �s m�ne'—a
man of God. And we—what are we?"
He shut up the book and began to dress h�mself, ask�ng S�tanov:
"Are you com�ng to the tavern?"
"I shall go to my own tavern," answered S�tanov softly.
When they had gone out, I lay down on the floor by the door, bes�de
Pavl Od�ntzov. He tossed about for a long t�me, snored, and
suddenly began to weep qu�etly.
"What �s the matter w�th you?"
"I am s�ck w�th p�ty for all of them," he sa�d. "Th�s �s the fourth year of
my l�fe w�th them, and I know all about them."
I also was sorry for these people. We d�d not go to sleep for a long
t�me, but talked about them �n wh�spers, f�nd�ng goodness, good
tra�ts �n each one of them, and also someth�ng wh�ch �ncreased our
ch�ld�sh p�ty.
I was very fr�endly w�th Pavl Od�ntzov. They made a good workman
of h�m �n the end, but �t d�d not last long; before the end of three
years he had begun to dr�nk w�ldly, later on I met h�m �n rags on the
Kh�trov market-place �n Moscow, and not long ago I heard that he
had d�ed of typho�d. It �s pa�nful to remember how many good people
�n my l�fe I have seen senselessly ru�ned. People of all nat�ons wear
themselves out, and to ru�n themselves comes natural but nowhere
do they wear themselves out so terr�bly qu�ckly, so senselessly, as �n
our own Russ�a.



Then he was a round-headed boy two years older than myself; he
was l�vely, �ntell�gent, and upr�ght; he was talented, for he could draw
b�rds, cats, and dogs excellently, and was amaz�ngly clever �n h�s
car�catures of the workmen, always dep�ct�ng them as feathered.
S�tanov was shown as a sad-look�ng woodcock stand�ng on one leg,
J�kharev as a cock w�th a torn comb and no feathers on h�s head;
s�ckly Dav�dov was an �njured lapw�ng. But best of all was h�s
draw�ng of the old chaser, Golovev, represent�ng h�m as a bat w�th
large wh�skers, �ron�cal nose, and four feet w�th s�x na�ls on each.
From the round, dark face, wh�te, round eyes gazed forth, the pup�ls
of wh�ch looked l�ke the gra�n of a lent�l. They were placed
crossways, thus g�v�ng to the face a l�fel�ke and h�deous express�on.
The workmen were not offended when Pavl showed them the
car�catures, but the one of Golovev made an unpleasant �mpress�on
on them all, and the art�st was sternly adv�sed:
"You had better tear �t up, for �f the old man sees �t, he w�ll half k�ll
you!"
The d�rty, putr�d, everlast�ngly drunk old man was t�resomely p�ous,
and �next�ngu�shably mal�c�ous. He v�l�f�ed the whole workshop to the
shopman whom the m�stress was about to marry to her n�ece, and
who for that reason felt h�mself to be master of the whole house and
the workpeople. The workmen hated h�m, but they were afra�d of
h�m, and for the same reason were afra�d of Golovev, too.
Pavl worr�ed the chaser fur�ously and �n all manner of ways, just as �f
he had set before h�mself the a�m of never allow�ng Golovev to have
a moment's peace. I helped h�m �n th�s w�th enthus�asm, and the
workshop amused �tself w�th our pranks, wh�ch were almost always
p�t�lessly coarse. But we were warned:
"You w�ll get �nto trouble, ch�ldren! Kouzka-Juchek w�ll half k�ll you!"
Kouzka-Juchek was the n�ckname of the shopman, wh�ch was g�ven
to h�m on the qu�et by the workshop.
The warn�ng d�d not alarm us. We pa�nted the face of the chaser
when he was asleep. One day when he was �n a drunken slumber
we g�lded h�s nose, and �t was three days before he was able to get



the gold out of the holes �n h�s spongy nose. But every t�me that we
succeeded �n �nfur�at�ng the old man, I remembered the steamboat,
and the l�ttle V�atsk� sold�er, and I was consc�ous of a d�sturbance �n
my soul. In sp�te of h�s age, Golovev was so strong that he often
beat us, fall�ng upon us unexpectedly; he would beat us and then
compla�n of us to the m�stress.
She, who was also drunk every day, and for that reason always k�nd
and cheerful, tr�ed to fr�ghten us, str�k�ng her swollen hands on the
table, and cry�ng: "So you have been saucy aga�n, you w�ld beast?
He �s an old man, and you ought to respect h�m! Who was �t that put
photograph�c solut�on �n h�s glass, �nstead of w�ne?"
"We d�d."
The m�stress was amazed.
"Good Lord, they actually adm�t �t! Ah, accursed ones, you ought to
respect old men!"
She drove us away, and �n the even�ng she compla�ned to the
shopman, who spoke to me angr�ly:
"How can you read books, even the Holy Scr�ptures, and st�ll be so
saucy, eh? Take care, my brother!"
The m�stress was sol�tary and touch�ngly sad. Somet�mes when she
had been dr�nk�ng sweet l�queurs, she would s�t at the w�ndow and
s�ng:

"No one �s sorry for me,
And p�ty have I from none;
What my gr�ef �s no one knows;
To whom shall I tell my sorrow."

And sobb�ngly she drawled �n the quaver�ng vo�ce of age:
"U—00—00—"
One day I saw her go�ng down the sta�rs w�th a jug of warm m�lk �n
her hands, but suddenly her legs gave way under her. She sat down,
and descended the sta�rs, sadly bump�ng from step to step, and



never lett�ng the jug out of her hand. The m�lk splashed over her
dress, and she, w�th her hands outstretched, cr�ed angr�ly to the jug:
"What �s the matter w�th you, satyr? Where are you go�ng?"
Not stout, but soft to flabb�ness, she looked l�ke an old cat wh�ch had
grown beyond catch�ng m�ce, and, langu�d from overfeed�ng, could
do no more than purr, dwell�ng sweetly on the memor�es of past
tr�umphs and pleasures.
"Here," sa�d S�tanov, frown�ng thoughtfully, "was a large bus�ness, a
f�ne workshop, and clever men labored at th�s trade; but now that �s
all done w�th, all gone to ru�n, all d�rected by the paws of Kuz�k�n! It �s
a case of work�ng and work�ng, and all for strangers! When one
th�nks of th�s, a sort of spr�ng seems to break �n one's head. One
wants to do noth�ng,—a f�g for any k�nd of work!—just to l�e on the
roof, l�e there for the whole summer and look up �nto the sky."
Pavl Od�ntzov also appropr�ated these thoughts of S�tanov, and
smok�ng a c�garette wh�ch had been g�ven h�m by h�s elders,
ph�losoph�zed about God, drunkenness, and women. He enlarged on
the fact that all work d�sappears; certa�n people do �t and others
destroy �t, ne�ther valu�ng �t nor understand�ng �t.
At such t�mes h�s sharp, pleasant face frowned, aged. He would s�t
on h�s bed on the floor, embrac�ng h�s knees, and look long at the
blue square of the w�ndow, at the roof of the shed wh�ch lay under a
fall of snow, and at the stars �n the w�nter sky.
The workmen snored, or talked �n the�r sleep; one of them raved,
chok�ng w�th words; �n the loft, Dav�dov coughed away what was left
of h�s l�fe. In the corner, body to body, wrapped �n an �ron-bound
sleep of �ntox�cat�on, lay those "slaves of God"—Kapend�ukh�n,
Sorokh�n, Persh�n; from the walls �cons w�thout faces, hands, or feet
looked forth. There was a close smell of bad eggs, and d�rt, wh�ch
had turned sour �n the crev�ces of the floor.
"How I p�ty them all!" wh�spered Pavl. "Lord!"
Th�s p�ty for myself and others d�sturbed me more and more. To us
both, as I have sa�d before, all the workmen seemed to be good
people, but the�r l�ves were bad, unworthy of them, unbearably dull.



At the t�me of the w�nter snowstorms, when everyth�ng on the earth
—the houses, the trees—was shaken, howled, and wept, and �n
Lent, when the melancholy bells rang out, the dullness of �t all flowed
over the workshop l�ke a wave, as oppress�ve as lead, we�gh�ng
people down, k�ll�ng all that was al�ve �n them, dr�v�ng them to the
tavern, to women, who served the same purpose as vodka �n help�ng
them to forget.
On such even�ngs books were of no use, so Pavl and I tr�ed to
amuse the others �n our own way: smear�ng our faces w�th soot and
pa�nt, dress�ng ourselves up and play�ng d�fferent comed�es
composed by ourselves, hero�cally f�ght�ng aga�nst the boredom t�ll
we made them laugh. Remember�ng the "Account of how the sold�er
saved Peter the Great," I turned th�s book �nto a conversat�onal form,
and cl�mb�ng on to Dav�dov's pallet-bed, we acted thereon cheerfully,
cutt�ng off the head of an �mag�nary Swede. Our aud�ence burst out
laugh�ng.
They were espec�ally del�ghted w�th the legend of the Ch�nese dev�l,
S�ng-U-Tong�a. Pashka represented the unhappy dev�l who had
planned to do a good deed, and I acted all the other characters—the
people of the f�eld, subjects, the good soul, and even the stones on
wh�ch the Ch�nese dev�l rested �n great pa�n after each of h�s
unsuccessful attempts to perform a good act�on.
Our aud�ence laughed loudly, and I was amazed when I saw how
eas�ly they could be made to laugh. Th�s fac�l�ty provoked me
unpleasantly.
"Ach, clowns," they cr�ed. "Ach, you dev�ls!"
But the further I went, the more I was troubled w�th the thought that
sorrow appealed more than joy to the hearts of these people. Ga�ety
has no place �n the�r l�ves, and as such has no value, but they evoke
�t from under the�r burdens, as a contrast to the dreamy Russ�an
sadness. The �nward strength of a ga�ety wh�ch l�ves not of �tself not
because �t w�shes to l�ve, but because �t �s aroused by the call of sad
days, �s suspect. And too often Russ�an ga�ety changes suddenly
�nto cruel tragedy. A man w�ll be danc�ng as �f he were break�ng the
shackles wh�ch bound h�m. Suddenly a feroc�ous w�ld beast �s let



loose �n h�m, and w�th the unreason�ng angu�sh of a w�ld beast he
w�ll throw h�mself upon all who come �n h�s way, tear them �n p�eces,
b�te them, destroy them.
Th�s �ntense joy aroused by exter�or forces �rr�tated me, and st�rred to
self-obl�v�on, I began to compose and act suddenly created fantas�es
—for I wanted so much to arouse a real, free, and unrestra�ned joy �n
these people. I succeeded �n some measure. They pra�sed me, they
were amazed at me, but the sadness wh�ch I had almost succeeded
�n shak�ng off, stole back aga�n, gradually grow�ng denser and
stronger, harass�ng them.
Gray Lar�onov�ch sa�d k�ndly:
"Well, you are an amus�ng fellow, God bless you!"
"He �s a boon to us," J�kharev seconded h�m.
"You know, Max�m, you ought to go �nto a c�rcus, or a theater; you
would make a good clown."
Out of the whole workshop only two went to the theaters, on
Chr�stmas or carn�val weeks, Kapend�ukh�n and S�tanov, and the
older workmen ser�ously counseled them to wash themselves from
th�s s�n �n the bapt�smal waters of the Jordan. S�tanov part�cularly
would often urge me:
"Throw up everyth�ng and be an actor!"
And much moved, he would tell me the "sad" story of the l�fe of the
actor, Yakolev.
"There, that w�ll show you what may happen!"
He loved to tell stor�es about Mar�e Stuart, whom he called "the
rogue," and h�s pecul�ar del�ght was the "Span�sh nobleman."
"Don Cæsar de Bazan was a real nobleman. Max�m�ch! Wonderful!"
There was someth�ng of the "Span�sh nobleman" about h�mself.
One day �n the market-place, �n front of the f�re-stat�on, three f�remen
were amus�ng themselves by beat�ng a peasant. A crowd of people,
number�ng about forty persons, looked on and cheered the sold�ers.



S�tanov threw h�mself �nto the brawl. W�th sw�ng�ng blows of h�s long
arms he struck the f�remen, l�fted the peasant, and carr�ed h�m �nto
the crowd, cry�ng:
"Take h�m away!"
But he rema�ned beh�nd h�mself, one aga�nst three. The yard of the
f�re-stat�on was only about ten steps away; they m�ght eas�ly have
called others to the�r a�d and S�tanov would have been k�lled. But by
good luck the f�remen were fr�ghtened and ran away �nto the yard.
"Dogs!" he cr�ed after them.
On Sunday the young people used to attend box�ng-matches held �n
the Tyessn� yard beh�nd the Petropavlovsk� churchyard, where
sledge-dr�vers and peasants from the adjacent v�llages assembled to
f�ght w�th the workmen. The wagoners put up aga�nst the town an
em�nent boxer, a Mordovan g�ant w�th a small head, and large eyes
always full of tears. W�p�ng away the tears w�th the d�rty sleeve of h�s
short caftan, he stood before h�s backers w�th h�s legs planted w�dely
apart, and challenged good-naturedly:
"Come on, then; what �s the matter w�th you? Are you cold?"
Kapend�ukh�n was set up aga�nst h�m on our s�de, and the Mordovan
always beat h�m. But the bleed�ng, pant�ng Cossack sa�d:
"I 'll l�ck that Mordovan �f I d�e for �t!"
In the end, that became the one a�m of h�s l�fe. He even went to the
length of g�v�ng up vodka, rubbed h�s body w�th snow before he went
to sleep, ate a lot of meat, and to develop h�s muscles, crossed
h�mself many t�mes every even�ng w�th two pound we�ghts. But th�s
d�d not ava�l h�m at all. Then he sewed a p�ece of lead �ns�de h�s
gloves, and boasted to S�tanov:
"Now we w�ll f�n�sh the Mordovan!"
S�tanov sternly warned h�m:
"You had better throw �t away, or I w�ll g�ve you away before the
f�ght."



Kapend�ukh�n d�d not bel�eve h�m, but when the t�me for the f�ght
arr�ved, S�tanov sa�d abruptly to the Mordovan:
"Step as�de, Vass�l� Ivan�ch; I have someth�ng to say to Kapend�ukh�n
f�rst!"
The Cossack turned purple and roared:
"I have noth�ng to do w�th you; go away!"
"Yes, you have!" sa�d S�tanov, and approach�ng h�m, he looked �nto
the Cossack's face w�th a compell�ng glance.
Kapend�ukh�n stamped on the ground, tore the gloves from h�s
hands, thrust them �n h�s breast, and went qu�ckly away from the
scene of h�s f�ght.
Both our s�de and the other were unpleasantly surpr�sed, and a
certa�n �mportant personage sa�d angr�ly to S�tanov:
"That �s qu�te aga�nst the rules, brother,—to br�ng pr�vate affa�rs to be
settled �n the world of the pr�ze r�ng!"
They fell upon S�tanov from all s�des, and abused h�m. He kept
s�lence for a long t�me, but at length he sa�d to the �mportant
personage:
"Am I to stand by and see murder done?"
The �mportant personage at once guessed the truth, and actually
tak�ng off h�s cap sa�d:
"Then our grat�tude �s due to you!"
"Only don't go and spread �t abroad, uncle!"
"Why should I? Kapend�ukh�n �s hardly ever the v�ctor, and �ll-
success emb�tters a man. We understand! But �n future we w�ll have
h�s gloves exam�ned before the contest."
"That �s your affa�r!"
When the �mportant personage had gone away, our s�de began to
abuse Kapend�ukh�n:



"You have made a n�ce mess of �t. He would have k�lled h�s man, our
Cossack would, and now we have to stay on the los�ng s�de!"
They abused h�m at length, capt�ously, to the�r hearts' content.
S�tanov s�ghed and sa�d:
"Oh, you guttersn�pes!"
And to the surpr�se of everyone he challenged the Mordovan to a
s�ngle contest. The latter squared up and flour�sh�ng h�s f�sts sa�d
jok�ngly:
"We w�ll k�ll each other."
A good number of persons, tak�ng hands, formed a w�de, spac�ous
c�rcle. The boxers, look�ng at each other keenly, changed over, the
r�ght hand held out, the left on the�r breasts. The exper�enced people
not�ced at once that S�tanov's arms were longer than those of the
Mordovan. It was very qu�et; the snow crunched under the feet of the
boxers. Some one, unable to restra�n h�s �mpat�ence, muttered
compla�n�ngly and eagerly:
"They ought to have begun by now."
S�tanov flour�shed h�s r�ght hand, the Mordovan ra�sed h�s left for
defense, and rece�ved a stra�ght blow under the r�ght arm from
S�tanov's left hand. He gasped, ret�red, and excla�med �n a tone of
sat�sfact�on:
"He �s young, but he �s no fool!"
They began to leap upon one another, str�k�ng each other's breasts
w�th blows from the�r m�ghty f�sts. In a few m�nutes not only our own
people, but strangers began to cry exc�tedly:
"Get your blows �n qu�cker, �mage-pa�nter! F�x h�m up, embosser."
The Mordovan was a l�ttle stronger than S�tanov, but as he was
cons�derably the heav�er, he could not deal such sw�ft blows, and
rece�ved two or three to every one he gave. But h�s seasoned body
apparently d�d not suffer much, and he was laugh�ng and excla�m�ng
all the t�me, when, suddenly, w�th a heavy upward blow he put
S�tanov's r�ght arm out of jo�nt from the shoulder.



"Part them; �t �s a draw!" cr�ed several vo�ces, and, break�ng the
c�rcle, the crowd gathered round the pug�l�sts.
"He �s not very strong but he �s sk�lful, the �mage-pa�nter," sa�d the
Mordovan good-naturedly. "He w�ll make a good boxer, and that I say
before the whole world!"
The elder persons began a general wrestl�ng match, and I took
S�tanov to the Feldsher bone-setter. H�s deed had ra�sed h�m st�ll
h�gher �n my esteem, had �ncreased my sympathy w�th h�m, and h�s
�mportance �n my eyes.
He was, �n the ma�n, very upr�ght and honorable, and he felt that he
had only done h�s duty, but the graceless Kapend�ukh�n made fun of
h�m l�ghtly.
"Ekh, Genya, you l�ve for show! You have pol�shed up your soul l�ke
a samovar before a hol�day, "and you go about boast�ng, 'look how
br�ghtly �t sh�nes!' But your soul �s really brass, and a very dull affa�r,
too."
S�tanov rema�ned calmly s�lent, e�ther work�ng hard or copy�ng
Lermontov's verses �nto h�s note-book. He spent all h�s spare t�me �n
th�s copy�ng, and when I suggested to h�m:
"Why, when you have plenty of money, don't you buy the book?" he
answered:
"No, �t �s better �n my own handwr�t�ng."
Hav�ng wr�tten a page �n h�s pretty, small handwr�t�ng, he would read
softly wh�le he was wa�t�ng for the �nk to dry:

"W�thout regret, as a be�ng apart,
You w�ll look down upon th�s earth,
Where there �s ne�ther real happ�ness
Nor last�ng beauty."

And he sa�d, half-clos�ng h�s eyes:
"That �s true. Ekh! and well he knows the truth, too!"
The behav�or of S�tanov to Kapend�ukh�n always amazed me. When
he had been dr�nk�ng, the Cossack always tr�ed to p�ck a quarrel w�th



h�s comrade, and S�tanov would go on for a long t�me bear�ng �t, and
say�ng persuas�vely:
"That w�ll do, let me alone!"
And then he would start to beat the drunken man so cruelly that the
workmen, who regarded �nternal d�ssens�ons amongst themselves
merely as a spectacle, �nterfered between the fr�ends, and separated
them.
"If we d�d n't stop Evgen �n t�me, he would beat any one to death,
and he would never forg�ve h�mself," they sa�d.
When he was sober Kapend�ukh�n ceaselessly jeered at S�tanov,
mak�ng fun of h�s pass�on for poetry and h�s unhappy romance,
obscenely, but unsuccessfully try�ng to arouse jealousy. S�tanov
l�stened to the Cossack's taunts �n s�lence, w�thout tak�ng offense,
and he somet�mes even laughed w�th Kapend�ukh�n at h�mself.
They slept s�de by s�de, and at n�ght they would hold long, wh�spered
conversat�ons about someth�ng. These conversat�ons gave me no
peace, for I was anx�ous to know what these two people who were
so unl�ke each other found to talk about �n such a fr�endly manner.
But when I went near them, the Cossack yelled:
"What do you want?"
But S�tanov d�d not seem to see me.
However, one day they called me, and the Cossack asked:
"Max�m�ch, �f you were r�ch, what would you do?"
"I would buy books."
"And what else?"
"I don't know."
"Ekh!" sa�d Kapend�ukh�n, turn�ng away from me �n d�sgust, but
S�tanov sa�d calmly:
"You see; no one knows that, whether they be old or young. I tell you
that r�ches �n themselves are worth noth�ng, unless they are appl�ed
to some spec�al purpose."



I asked them, "What are you talk�ng about?"
"We don't feel �ncl�ned to sleep, and so we are talk�ng," answered the
Cossack.
Later, l�sten�ng to them, I found that they were d�scuss�ng by n�ght
those th�ngs wh�ch other people d�scussed by day—God, truth,
happ�ness, the stup�d�ty and cunn�ng of women, the greed�ness of
the r�ch, and the fact that l�fe �s compl�cated and �ncomprehens�ble.
I always l�stened to the�r conversat�ons eagerly; they exc�ted me. I
was pleased to th�nk that almost every one had arr�ved at the same
conclus�on; namely, that l�fe �s ev�l, and that we ought to have a
better form of ex�stence! But at the same t�me I saw that the des�re to
l�ve under better cond�t�ons would have no effect, would change
noth�ng �n the l�ves of the work-people, �n the�r relat�ons one w�th
another. All these talks, throw�ng a l�ght upon my l�fe as �t lay before
me, revealed at the same t�me, beyond �t, a sort of melancholy
empt�ness; and �n th�s empt�ness, l�ke specks of dust �n a pond
ruffled by the w�nd, floated people, absurdly and exasperat�ngly,
among them those very people who had sa�d that such a crowd was
devo�d 'of sense. Always ready to g�ve the�r op�n�on, they were
always pass�ng judgment on others, repeat�ng, bragg�ng, and
start�ng b�tter quarrels about mere tr�fles. They were always ser�ously
offend�ng one another. They tr�ed to guess what would happen to
them after death; wh�le on the threshold of the workshop where the
washstand stood, the floor-boards had rotted away. From that damp,
fet�d hole rose the cold, damp smell of sour earth, and �t was th�s that
made one's feet freeze. Pavl and I stopped up th�s hole w�th straw
and cloths. We often sa�d that the boards should be renewed, but the
hole grew larger and larger, and �n bad weather fumes rose from �t
as from a p�pe. Every one caught cold, and coughed. The t�n
vent�lator �n the fortochka squeaked, and when some one had o�led
�t, though they had all been grumbl�ng at �t, J�kharev sa�d:
"It �s dull, now that the fortochka has stopped squeak�ng."
To come stra�ght from the bath and l�e down on a d�rty, dusty bed, �n
the m�dst of d�rt and bad smells, d�d not revolt any one of them.
There were many �ns�gn�f�cant tr�fles wh�ch made our l�ves



unbearable, wh�ch m�ght eas�ly have been remed�ed, but no one took
the trouble to do anyth�ng.
They often sa�d:
"No one has any mercy upon human creatures,—ne�ther God nor we
ourselves."
But when Pavl and I washed dy�ng Dav�dov, who was eaten up w�th
d�rt and �nsects, a laugh was ra�sed aga�nst us. They took off the�r
sh�rts and �nv�ted us to search them, called us blockheads, and
jeered at us as �f we had done someth�ng shameful and very
lud�crous.
From Chr�stmas t�ll the beg�nn�ng of Lent drew near, Dav�dov lay �n
the loft, cough�ng protractedly, sp�tt�ng blood, wh�ch, �f �t d�d not fall
�nto the wash-hand bas�n, splashed on the floor. At n�ght he woke the
others w�th h�s del�r�ous shr�eks.
Almost every day they sa�d:
"We must take h�m to the hosp�tal!"
But �t turned out that Dav�dov's passport had exp�red. Then he
seemed better, and they sa�d:
"It �s of no consequence after all; he w�ll soon be dead!"
And he would say to h�mself:
"I shall soon be gone!"
He was a qu�et humor�st and also tr�ed to rel�eve the dullness of the
workshop by jokes, hang�ng down h�s dark bony face, and say�ng �n
a wheezy vo�ce:
"L�sten, people, to the vo�ce of one who ascended to the loft.

"In the loft I l�ve,
Early do I wake;
Asleep or awake
Cockroaches devour me."

"He �s not downhearted!" excla�med h�s aud�ence.



Somet�mes Pavl and I went to h�m, and he joked w�th d�ff�culty.
"W�th what shall I regale you, my dear guests? A fresh l�ttle sp�der—
would you l�ke that?"
He d�ed slowly, and he grew very weary of �t. He sa�d w�th unfe�gned
vexat�on:
"It seems that I can't d�e, somehow; �t �s really a calam�ty!"
H�s fearlessness �n the face of death fr�ghtened Pavl very much. He
awoke me �n the n�ght and wh�spered:
"Max�m�ch, he seems to be dy�ng. Suppose he d�es �n the n�ght,
when we are ly�ng beneath h�m—Oh, Lord! I am fr�ghtened of dead
people."
Or he would say:
"Why was he born? Not twenty-two years have passed over h�s head
and he �s dy�ng."
Once, on a moonl�ght n�ght he awoke, and gaz�ng w�th w�de-open,
terr�f�ed eyes sa�d:
"L�sten!"
Dav�dov was croak�ng �n the loft, say�ng qu�ckly and clearly:
"G�ve �t to me—g�ve—"
Then he began to h�ccup.
"He �s dy�ng, by God he �s; you see!" sa�d Pavl ag�tatedly.
I had been carry�ng snow from the yard �nto the f�elds all day, and I
was very sleepy, but Pavl begged me:
"Don't go to sleep, please; for Chr�st's sake don't go to sleep!"
And suddenly gett�ng on to h�s knees, he cr�ed frenz�edly:
"Get up! Dav�dov �s dead!"
Some of them awoke; several f�gures rose from the beds; angry
vo�ces were ra�sed, ask�ng quest�ons.



Kapend�ukh�n cl�mbed up �nto the loft and sa�d �n a tone of
amazement:
"It �s a fact; he �s dead, although he �s st�ll warm." It was qu�et now.
J�kharev crossed h�mself, and wrapp�ng h�mself round �n h�s blanket,
sa�d:
"Well, he �s �n the K�ngdom of Heaven now!" Some one suggested:
"Let us carry h�m �nto the vest�bule."
Kapend�ukh�n cl�mbed down from the loft and glanced through the
w�ndow.
"Let h�m l�e where he �s t�ll the morn�ng; he never hurt any one wh�le
he was al�ve."
Pavl, h�d�ng h�s head under the p�llow, sobbed.
But S�tanov d�d not even wake!

CHAPTER XV

The snow melted away from the f�elds; the w�ntry clouds �n the sky
passed away; wet snow and ra�n fell upon the earth; the sun was
slower and slower �n perform�ng h�s da�ly journey; the a�r grew
warmer; and �t seemed that the joyful spr�ng had already arr�ved,
sport�vely h�d�ng herself beh�nd the f�elds, and would soon burst
upon the town �tself. In the streets there was brown mud; streams
ran along the gutters; �n the thawed places of Arestantsk� Square the
sparrows hopped joyfully. And �n human creatures, also, was
apparent the same exc�tement as was shown by the sparrows.
Above the sounds of spr�ng, almost un�nterruptedly from morn�ng to
n�ght, rang out the Lenten bells, st�rr�ng one's heart w�th the�r muffled
strokes. In that sound, as �n the speech of an old man, there was
h�dden someth�ng of d�spleasure, as �f the bells had sa�d w�th cold
melancholy:
"Has been, th�s has been, has been—"



On my name-day the workmen gave me a small, beaut�fully pa�nted
�mage of Alexe�, the man of God, and J�kharev made an �mpress�ve,
long speech, wh�ch I remember very well.
"What are you?" sa�d he, w�th much play of f�nger and ra�s�ng of
eyebrows. "Noth�ng more than a small boy, an orphan, th�rteen years
old—and I, nearly four t�mes your age, pra�se you and approve of
you, because you always stand w�th your face to people and not
s�deways! Stand l�ke that always, and you w�ll be all r�ght!"
He spoke of the slaves of God, and of h�s people, but the d�fference
between people and slaves I could never understand, and I don't
bel�eve that he understood �t h�mself. H�s speech was long-w�nded,
the workshop was laugh�ng at h�m, and I stood, w�th the �mage �n my
hand, very touched and very confused, not know�ng what I ought to
do. At length Kapend�ukh�n called out �rr�tably:
"Oh, leave off s�ng�ng h�s pra�ses; h�s ears are already turn�ng blue!"
Then clapp�ng me on the shoulder, he began to pra�se me h�mself:
"What �s good �n you �s what you have �n common w�th all human
creatures, and not the fact that �t �s d�ff�cult to scold and beat you
when you have g�ven cause for �t!"
They all looked at me w�th k�nd eyes, mak�ng good-natured fun of my
confus�on. A l�ttle more and I bel�eve I should have burst out cry�ng
from the unexpected joy of f�nd�ng myself valued by these people.
And that very morn�ng the shopman had sa�d to Petr Vass�l�ch,
nodd�ng h�s head toward me:
"An unpleasant boy that, and good for noth�ng!"
As usual I had gone to the shop �n the morn�ng, but at noon the
shopman had sa�d to me:
"Go home and clear the snow off the roof of the warehouse, and
clean out the cellar."
That �t was my name-day he d�d not know, and I had thought that no
one knew �t. When the ceremony of congratulat�ons had f�n�shed �n
the workshop, I changed my clothes and cl�mbed up to the roof of
the shed to throw off the smooth, heavy snow wh�ch had



accumulated dur�ng that w�nter. But be�ng exc�ted, I forgot to close
the door of the cellar, and threw all the snow �nto �t. When I jumped
down to the ground, I saw my m�stake, and set myself at once to get
the snow away from the door. Be�ng wet, �t lay heav�ly; the wooden,
spade moved �t w�th d�ff�culty; there was no �ron one, and I broke the
spade at the very moment when the shopman appeared at the yard-
gate. The truth of the Russ�an proverb, "Sorrow follows on the heels
of joy," was proved to me.
"So—o—o!" sa�d the shopman der�s�vely, "you are a f�ne workman,
the dev�l take you! If I get hold of your senseless blockhead—" He
flour�shed the blade of the shovel over me.
I move away, say�ng angr�ly:
"I was n't engaged as a yardman, anyhow."
He hurled the st�ck aga�nst my legs. I took up a snowball and threw �t
r�ght �n h�s face. He ran away snort�ng, and I left off work�ng, and
went �nto the workshop. In a few m�nutes h�s f�ancée came runn�ng
downsta�rs. She was an ag�le ma�den, w�th p�mples on her vacant
face.
"Max�m�ch, you are to go upsta�rs!"
"I am not go�ng!" I sa�d.
Lar�on�ch asked �n an amazed undertone:
"What �s th�s? You are not go�ng?"
I told h�m about the affa�r. W�th an anx�ous frown he went upsta�rs,
mutter�ng to me:
"Oh, you �mpudent youngster—"
The workshop resounded w�th abuse of the shopman, and
Kapend�ukh�n sa�d:
"Well, they w�ll k�ck you out th�s t�me!"
Th�s d�d not alarm me. My relat�ons w�th the shopman had already
become unbearable. H�s hatred of me was und�sgu�sed and became
more and more acute, wh�le, for my part, I could not endure h�m. But



what I wanted to know was: why d�d he behave so absurdly to me?
He would throw co�ns about the floor of the shop, and when I was
sweep�ng, I found them, and la�d them on the counter �n the cup
wh�ch conta�ned the small money kept for beggars. When I guessed
what these frequent f�nds meant I sa�d to h�m:
"You throw money about �n my way on purpose!" He flew out at me
and cr�ed �ncaut�ously:
"Don't you dare to teach me! I know what I am do�ng!"
But he corrected h�mself �mmed�ately:
"And what do you mean by my throw�ng �t about purposely? It falls
about �tself."
He forbade me to read the books �n the shop, say�ng:
"That �s not for you to trouble your head about! What! Have you an
�dea of becom�ng a valuer, sluggard?"
He d�d not cease h�s attempts to catch me �n the theft of small
money, and I real�sed that �f, when I was sweep�ng the floor, the co�n
should roll �nto a crev�ce between the boards, he would declare that I
had stolen �t. Then I told h�m aga�n that he had better g�ve up that
game, but that same day, when I returned from the tavern w�th the
bo�l�ng water, I heard h�m suggest�ng to the newly engaged ass�stant
�n the ne�ghbor�ng shop:
"Egg h�m on to steal psalters. We shall soon be hav�ng three
hampers of them."
I knew that they were talk�ng about me, for when I entered the shop
they both looked confused; and bes�des these s�gns, I had grounds
for suspect�ng them of a fool�sh consp�racy aga�nst me.
Th�s was not the f�rst t�me that that ass�stant had been �n the serv�ce
of the man next door. He was accounted a clever salesman, but he
suffered from alcohol�sm; �n one of h�s dr�nk�ng bouts the master had
d�sm�ssed h�m, but had afterwards taken h�m back. He was an
anaem�c, feeble person, w�th cunn�ng eyes. Apparently am�able and
subm�ss�ve to the sl�ghtest gesture of h�s master, he sm�led a l�ttle,
clever sm�le �n h�s beard all the t�me, was fond of utter�ng sharp



say�ngs, and exhaled the rotten smell wh�ch comes from people w�th
bad teeth, although h�s own were wh�te and strong.
One day he gave me a terr�ble surpr�se; he came towards me sm�l�ng
pleasantly, but suddenly se�zed my cap off my head and took hold of
my ha�r. We began to struggle. He pushed me from the gallery �nto
the shop, try�ng all the t�me to throw me aga�nst the large �mages
wh�ch stood about on the floor. If he had succeeded �n th�s, I should
have broken the glass, or ch�pped the carv�ng, and no doubt
scratched some of the costly �cons. He was very weak, and I soon
overcame h�m; when to my great amazement the bearded man sat
on the floor and cr�ed b�tterly, rubb�ng h�s bru�sed nose.
The next morn�ng when our masters had both gone out somewhere
and we were alone, he sa�d to me �n a fr�endly manner, rubb�ng the
lump on the br�dge of h�s nose and under h�s eyes w�th h�s f�nger:
"Do you th�nk that �t was of my own w�ll or des�re that I attacked you?
I am not a fool, you know, and I knew that you would be more than a
match for me. I am a man of l�ttle strength, a t�ppler. It was your
master who told me to do �t. 'Lead h�m on,' he sa�d, 'and get h�m to
break someth�ng �n the shop wh�le he �s f�ght�ng you. Let h�m
damage someth�ng, anyhow!' I should never have done �t of my own
accord; look how you have ornamented my ph�z for me."
I bel�eved h�m, and I began to be sorry for h�m. I knew that he l�ved,
half-starved, w�th a woman who knocked h�m about. However, I
asked h�m:
"And �f he told you to po�son a person, I suppose you would do �t?"
"He m�ght do that," sa�d the shopman w�th a p�t�ful sm�le; "he �s
capable of �t."
Soon after th�s he asked me:
"L�sten, I have not a farth�ng; there �s noth�ng to eat at home; my
m�ssus nags at me. Couldn't you take an �con out of your stock and
g�ve �t to me to sell, l�ke a fr�end, eh? W�ll you? Or a brev�ary?"
I remembered the boot-shop, and the beadle of the church, and I
thought: "W�ll th�s man g�ve me away?" But �t was hard to refuse h�m,



and I gave h�m an �con. To steal a brev�ary worth several rubles, that
I could not do; �t seemed, to me a great cr�me. What would you
have? Ar�thmet�c always l�es concealed �n eth�cs; the holy
�ngenuousness of "Regulat�ons for the Pun�shment of Cr�m�nals"
clearly g�ves away th�s l�ttle secret, beh�nd wh�ch the great l�e of
property h�des �tself.
When I heard my shopman suggest�ng that th�s m�serable man
should �nc�te me to steal psalters I was afra�d. It was clear that he
knew how char�table I had been on the other's behalf, and that the
man from next door had told h�m about the �con.
The abom�nableness of be�ng char�table at another person's
expense, and the real�zat�on of the rotten trap that had been set for
me—both these th�ngs aroused �n me a feel�ng of �nd�gnat�on and
d�sgust w�th myself and every one else. For several days I tormented
myself cruelly, wa�t�ng for the arr�val of the hamper w�th the books. At
length they came, and when I was putt�ng them away �n the store-
room, the shopman from next door came to me and asked me to
g�ve h�m a brev�ary.
Then I asked h�m:
"D�d you tell my master about the �con?"
"I d�d," he answered �n a melancholy vo�ce; "I can keep noth�ng back,
brother."
Th�s utterly confounded me, and I sat on the floor star�ng at h�m
stup�dly, wh�le he muttered hurr�edly, confusedly, desperately
m�serable:
"You see your man guessed—or rather, m�ne guessed and told yours
—"
I thought I was lost. These people had been consp�r�ng aga�nst me,
and now there was a place ready for me �n the colony for youthful
cr�m�nals! If that were so, noth�ng mattered! If one must drown, �t �s
better to drown �n a deep spot. I put a brev�ary �nto the hands of the
shopman; he h�d �t �n the sleeves of h�s greatcoat and went away.
But he returned suddenly, the brev�ary fell at my feet, and the man
strode away, say�ng:



"I won't take �t! It would be all over w�th you." I d�d not understand
these words. Why should �t be all over w�th me? But I was very glad
that he had not taken the book. After th�s my l�ttle shopman began to
regard me w�th more d�sfavor and susp�c�on than ever.
I remembered all th�s when Lar�on�ch went upsta�rs. He d�d not stay
there long, and came back more depressed and qu�et than usual, but
before supper he sa�d to me pr�vately:
"I tr�ed to arrange for you to be set free from the shop, and g�ven
over to the workshop, but �t was no good. Kouzma would not have �t.
You are very much out of favor w�th h�m."
I had an enemy �n the house, too—the shopman's f�ancée, an
�mmoderately sport�ve damsel. All the young fellows �n the workshop
played about w�th her; they used to wa�t for her �n the vest�bule and
embrace her. Th�s d�d not offend her; she only squeaked l�ke a l�ttle
dog. She was chew�ng someth�ng from morn�ng to n�ght; her pockets
were always full of g�ngerbread or buns; her jaws moved
ceaselessly. To look at her vacant face w�th �ts restless gray eyes
was unpleasant. She used to ask Pavl and me r�ddles wh�ch always
concealed some coarse obscen�ty, and repeated catchwords wh�ch,
be�ng sa�d very qu�ckly, became �mproper words.
One day one of the elderly workmen sa�d to her:
"You are a shameless hussy, my g�rl!"
To wh�ch she answered sw�ftly, �n the words of a r�bald song:

"If a ma�den �s too modest,
She 'll never be a woman worth hav�ng."

It was the f�rst t�me I had ever seen such a g�rl. She d�sgusted and
fr�ghtened me w�th her coarse playfulness, and see�ng that her ant�cs
were not agreeable to me, she became more and more sp�teful
toward me.
Once when Pavl and I were �n the cellar help�ng her to steam out the
casks of kvass and cucumbers she suggested:
"Would you l�ke me to teach you how to k�ss, boys?"



"I know how to k�ss better than you do," Pavl answered, and I told
her to go and k�ss her future husband. I d�d not say �t very pol�tely,
e�ther.
She was angry.
"Oh, you coarse creature! A young lady makes herself agreeable to
h�m and he turns up h�s nose. Well, I never! What a n�nny!"
And she added, shak�ng a threaten�ng f�nger at me: "You just wa�t. I
w�ll remember that of you!" But Pavl sa�d to her, tak�ng my part:
"Your young man would g�ve you someth�ng �f he knew about your
behav�or!"
She screwed up her p�mply face contemptuously.
"I am not afra�d of h�m! I have a dowry. I am much better than he �s!
A g�rl only has the t�me t�ll she �s marr�ed to amuse herself."
She began to play about w�th Pavl, and from that t�me I found �n her
an unweary�ng calumn�ator.
My l�fe �n the shop became harder and harder. I read church books
all the t�me. The d�sputes and conversat�ons of the valuers had
ceased to amuse me, for they were always talk�ng over the same
th�ngs �n the same old way. Petr Vass�l�ch alone st�ll �nterested me,
w�th h�s knowledge of the dark s�de of human l�fe, and h�s power of
speak�ng �nterest�ngly and enthus�ast�cally. Somet�mes I thought he
must be the prophet El�as walk�ng the earth, sol�tary and v�nd�ct�ve.
But each t�me that I spoke to the old man frankly about people, or
about my own thoughts, he repeated all that I had sa�d to the
shopman, who e�ther r�d�culed me offens�vely, or abused me angr�ly.
One day I told the old man that I somet�mes wrote h�s say�ngs �n the
note-book �n wh�ch I had cop�ed var�ous poems taken out of books.
Th�s greatly alarmed the valuer, who l�mped towards me sw�ftly,
ask�ng anx�ously:
"What d�d you do that for? It �s not worth wh�le, my lad. So that you
may remember? No; you just g�ve �t up. What a boy you are! Now
you w�ll g�ve me what you have wr�tten, won't you?"



He tr�ed long and earnestly to persuade me to e�ther g�ve h�m the
notebook, or to burn �t, and then he began to wh�sper angr�ly w�th the
shopman.
As we were go�ng home, the latter sa�d to me: "You have been tak�ng
notes? That has got to be' stopped! Do you hear? Only detect�ves do
that sort of th�ng!"
Then I asked �ncaut�ously:
"And what about S�tanov? He also takes notes." "Also. That long
fool?"
He was s�lent for a long t�me, and then w�th unusual gentleness he
sa�d:
"L�sten; �f you show me your note-book and S�tanov's, too, I w�ll g�ve
you half a ruble! Only do �t on the qu�et, so that S�tanov does not
see."
No doubt he thought that I would carry out h�s w�sh, and w�thout
say�ng another word, he ran �n front of me on h�s short legs.
When I reached the house, I told S�tanov what the shopman had
proposed to me. Evgen frowned.
"You have been chatter�ng purposely. Now he w�ll g�ve some one
�nstruct�ons to steal both our notebooks. G�ve me yours—I w�ll h�de
�t. And he w�ll turn you out before long—you see!"
I was conv�nced of that, too, and resolved to leave as soon as
grandmother returned to the town. She had been l�v�ng at Balakhan�a
all the w�nter, �nv�ted by some one to teach young g�rls to make lace.
Grandfather was aga�n l�v�ng �n Kunav�n Street, but I d�d not v�s�t h�m,
and when he came to the town, he never came to see me. One day
we ran �nto each other �n the street. He was walk�ng along �n a heavy
racoon pel�sse, �mportantly and slowly. I sa�d "How do you do" to
h�m. He l�fted h�s hands to shade h�s eyes, looked at me from under
them, and then sa�d thoughtfully:
"Oh, �t �s you; you are an �mage-pa�nter now. Yes, yes; all r�ght; get
along w�th you."



Push�ng me out of h�s way, he cont�nued h�s walk, slowly and
�mportantly.
I saw grandmother seldom. She worked unwear�edly to feed
grandfather, who was suffer�ng from the malady of old age—sen�le
weakness—and had also taken upon herself the care of my uncle's
ch�ldren.
The one who caused her the most worry was Sascha, M�kha�l's son,
a handsome lad, dreamy and book-lov�ng. He worked �n a dyer's
shop, frequently changed h�s employers, and �n the �ntervals threw
h�mself on grandmother's shoulders, calmly wa�t�ng unt�l she should
f�nd h�m another place. She had Sascha's s�ster on her shoulders,
too. She had made an unfortunate marr�age w�th a drunken
workman, who beat her and turned her out of h�s house.
Every t�me I met grandmother, I was more consc�ously charmed by
her personal�ty; but I felt already that that beaut�ful soul, bl�nded by
fanc�ful tales, was not capable of see�ng, could not understand a
revelat�on of the b�tter real�ty of l�fe, and my d�squ�etude and
restlessness were strange to her.
"You must have pat�ence, Olesha!"
Th�s was all she had to say to me �n reply to my stor�es of the
h�deous l�ves, of the tortures of people, of sorrow—of all wh�ch
perplexed me, and w�th wh�ch I was burn�ng.
I was unf�tted by nature to be pat�ent, and �f occas�onally I exh�b�ted
that v�rtue wh�ch belongs to cattle, trees, and stones, I d�d so �n the
cause of self-d�sc�pl�ne, to test my reserves of strength, my degree of
stab�l�ty upon earth. Somet�mes young people, w�th the stup�d�ty of
youth, w�ll keep on try�ng to l�ft we�ghts too heavy for the�r muscles
and bones; w�ll try boastfully, l�ke full-grown men of proved strength,
to cross themselves w�th heavy we�ghts, env�ous of the strength of
the�r elders.
I also d�d th�s �n a double sense, phys�cally and sp�r�tually, and �t �s
only due to some chance that I d�d not stra�n myself dangerously, or
deform myself for the rest of my l�fe. Bes�des, noth�ng d�sf�gures a



man more terr�bly than h�s pat�ence, the subm�ss�on of h�s strength to
external cond�t�ons.
And though �n the end I shall l�e �n the earth d�sf�gured, I can say, not
w�thout pr�de, to my last hour, that good people d�d the�r best for forty
years to d�sf�gure my soul, but that the�r labors were not very
successful.
The w�ld des�re to play m�sch�evous pranks, to amuse people, to
make them laugh, took more and more hold upon me. I was
successful �n th�s. I could tell stor�es about the merchants �n the
market-place, �mpersonat�ng them; I could �m�tate the peasant men
and women buy�ng and sell�ng �cons, the shopman sk�lfully cheat�ng
them; the valuers d�sput�ng amongst themselves.
The workshop resounded w�th laughter. Often the workmen left the�r
work to look on at my �mpersonat�ons, but on all these occas�ons
Lar�on�ch would say:
"You had better do your act�ng after supper; otherw�se you h�nder the
work."
When I had f�n�shed my performance I felt myself eas�er, as �f I had
thrown off a burden wh�ch we�ghed upon me. For half an hour or an
hour my head felt pleasantly clear, but soon �t felt aga�n as �f �t were
full of sharp, small na�ls, wh�ch moved about and grew hot. It
seemed to me that a sort of d�rty porr�dge was bo�l�ng around me,
and that I was be�ng gradually bo�led away �n �t.
I wondered: Was l�fe really l�ke th�s? And should I have to l�ve as
these people l�ved, never f�nd�ng, never see�ng anyth�ng better?
"You are grow�ng sulky, Max�m�ch," sa�d J�kharev, look�ng at me
attent�vely.
S�tanov often asked me:
"What �s the matter w�th you?"
And I could not answer h�m.
L�fe persever�ngly and roughly washed out from my soul �ts most
del�cate wr�t�ngs, mal�c�ously chang�ng them �nto some sort of



�nd�st�nct trash, and w�th anger and determ�nat�on I res�sted �ts
v�olence. I was float�ng on the same r�ver as all the others, only for
me the waters were colder and d�d not support me as eas�ly as �t d�d
the others. Somet�mes �t seemed to me that I was gently s�nk�ng �nto
unfathomable depths.
People behaved better to me; they d�d not shout at me as they d�d at
Pavl, nor harass me; they called me by my patronym�c �n order to
emphas�ze the�r more respectful att�tude toward me. Th�s was good;
but �t was tortur�ng to see how many of them drank vodka, how
d�sgust�ngly drunk they became, and how �njur�ous to them were
the�r relat�ons w�th women, although I understood that vodka and
women were the only d�vers�ons that l�fe afforded.
I often called to m�nd w�th sorrow that that most �ntell�gent,
courageous woman, Natal�a Kozlovsk�, was also called a woman of
pleasure. And what about grandmother? And Queen Margot?
I used to th�nk of my queen w�th a feel�ng almost of terror; she was
so removed from all the others, �t was as �f I had seen her �n a
dream.
I began to th�nk too much about women, and I had already revolved
�n my own m�nd the quest�on: Shall I go on the next hol�day where all
the others go? Th�s was no phys�cal des�re. I was both healthy and
fast�d�ous, but at t�mes I was almost mad w�th a des�re to embrace
some one tender, �ntell�gent, and frankly, unrestra�nedly, as to a
mother, speak to her of the d�sturbances of my soul.
I env�ed Pavl when he told me at n�ght of h�s affa�r w�th a
ma�dservant �n the oppos�te house.
"It �s a funny th�ng, brother! A month ago I was throw�ng snowballs at
her because I d�d not l�ke her, and now I s�t on a bench and hug her.
She �s dearer to me than any one!"
"What do you talk about?"
"About everyth�ng, of course! She talks to me about herself, and I
talk to her about myself. And then we k�ss—only she �s honest. In
fact, brother, she �s so good that �t �s almost a m�sfortune! Why, you
smoke l�ke an old sold�er!"



I smoked a lot; tobacco �ntox�cated me, dulled my restless thoughts,
my ag�tated feel�ngs. As for vodka, �t only aroused �n me a repuls�on
toward my own odor and taste, but Pavl drank w�th a w�ll, and when
he was drunk, used to cry b�tterly:
"I want to go home, I want to go home! Let me go home!"
As far as I can remember he was an orphan; h�s mother and father
had been dead a long t�me. Brother and s�ster he had none; he had
l�ved among strangers for e�ght years.
In th�s state of restless d�ssat�sfact�on the call of spr�ng d�sturbed me
st�ll more. I made up my m�nd to go on a boat aga�n, and �f I could
get as far as Astrakhan, to run away to Pers�a.
I do not remember why I selected Pers�a part�cularly. It may have
been because I had taken a great fancy to the Pers�an merchants on
the N�j�gorodsk� market-place, s�tt�ng l�ke stone �dols, spread�ng the�r
dyed beards �n the sun, calmly smok�ng the�r hookas, w�th large,
dark, omn�sc�ent eyes.
There �s no doubt that I should have run away somewhere, but one
day �n Easter week, when part of the occupants of the workshop had
gone to the�r homes, and the rest were dr�nk�ng, I was walk�ng on a
sunny day on the banks of the Oka, when I met my old master,
grandmother's nephew.
He was walk�ng along �n a l�ght gray overcoat, w�th h�s hands �n h�s
pockets, a c�garette between h�s teeth, h�s hat on the back of h�s
head. H�s pleasant face sm�led k�ndly at me. He had the appearance
of a man who �s at l�berty and �s happy, and there was no one bes�de
ourselves �n the f�elds.
"Ah, Pyeshkov, Chr�st �s r�sen!"
After we had exchanged the Easter k�ss, he asked how I was l�v�ng,
and I told h�m frankly that the workshop, the town and everyth�ng �n
general were abhorrent to me, and that I had made up my m�nd to go
to Pers�a.
"G�ve �t up," he sa�d to me gravely. "What the dev�l �s there �n Pers�a?
I know exactly how you are feel�ng, brother; �n my youth I also had



the wander fever."
I l�ked h�m for tell�ng me th�s. There was someth�ng about h�m good
and spr�ngl�ke; he was a be�ng set apart.
"Do you smoke?" he asked, hold�ng out a s�lver c�garette-case full of
fat c�garettes.
That completed h�s conquest of me.
"What you had better do, Pyeshkov, �s to come back to me aga�n,"
he suggested. "For th�s year I have undertaken contracts for the new
market-place, you understand. And I can make use of you there; you
w�ll be a k�nd of overseer for me; you w�ll rece�ve all the mater�al; you
w�ll see that �t �s all �n �ts proper place, and that the workmen do not
steal �t. W�ll that su�t you? Your wages w�ll be f�ve rubles a month,
and f�ve copecks for d�nner! The women-folk w�ll have noth�ng to do
w�th you; you w�ll go out �n the morn�ng and return �n the even�ng. As
for the women; you can �gnore them; only don't let them know that
we have met, but just come to see us on Sunday at Phom�n Street. It
w�ll be a change for you!"
We parted l�ke fr�ends. As he sa�d good-by, he pressed my hand,
and as he went away, he actually waved h�s hat to me affably from a
d�stance.
When I announced �n the workroom that I was leav�ng, most of the
workmen showed a flatter�ng regret. Pavl, espec�ally, was upset.
"Th�nk," he sa�d reproachfully; "how w�ll you l�ve w�th men of all
k�nds, after be�ng w�th us? W�th carpenters, house-pa�nters—Oh, you
—It �s go�ng out of the fry�ng-pan �nto the f�re."
J�kharev growled:
"A f�sh looks for the deepest place, but a clever young man seeks a
worse place!"
The send-off wh�ch they gave me from the workshop was a sad one.
"Of course one must try th�s and that," sa�d J�kharev, who was yellow
from the effects of a dr�nk�ng bout. "It �s better to do �t stra�ght off,
before you become too closely attached to someth�ng or other."



"And that for the rest of your l�fe," added Lar�on�ch softly.
But I felt that they spoke w�th constra�nt, and from a sense of duty.
The thread wh�ch had bound me to them was somehow rotted and
broken.
In the loft drunken Golovev rolled about, and muttered hoarsely:
"I would l�ke to see them all �n pr�son. I know the�r secrets! Who
bel�eves �n God here? Aha-a—!"
As usual, faceless, uncompleted �cons were propped aga�nst the
wall; the glass balls were f�xed to the ce�l�ng. It was long s�nce we
had had to work w�th a l�ght, and the balls, not be�ng used, were
covered w�th a gray coat�ng of soot and dust. I remember the
surround�ngs so v�v�dly that �f I shut my eyes, I can see �n the
darkness the whole of that basement room: all the tables, and the
jars of pa�nt on the w�ndows�lls, the bundles of brushes, the �cons,
the slop-pa�l under the brass washstand-bas�n wh�ch looked l�ke a
f�reman's helmet, and, hang�ng from the ce�l�ng, Golovev's bare foot,
wh�ch was blue l�ke the foot of a drowned man.
I wanted to get away qu�ckly, but �n Russ�a they love long-drawn-out,
sad moments. When they are say�ng good-by, Russ�an people
behave as �f they were hear�ng a requ�em mass.
J�kharev, tw�tch�ng h�s brows, sa�d to me:
"That book—the dev�l's book—I can't g�ve �t back to you. W�ll you
take two greven for �t?"
The book was my own,—the old second l�eutenant of the f�re-br�gade
had g�ven �t to me—and I grudged g�v�ng Lermontov away. But when,
somewhat offended, I refused the money, J�kharev calmly put the
co�ns back �n h�s purse, and sa�d �n an unwaver�ng tone:
"As you l�ke; but I shall not g�ve you back the book. It �s not for you.
A book l�ke that would soon lead you �nto s�n."
"But �t �s sold �n shops; I have seen �t!"
But he only sa�d w�th redoubled determ�nat�on:



"That has noth�ng to do w�th the matter; they sell revolvers �n shops,
too—"
So he never returned Lermontov to me.
As I was go�ng upsta�rs to say good-by to my m�stress, I ran �nto her
n�ece �n the hall.
"Is �t true what they say—that you are leav�ng?"
"Yes."
"If you had not gone of your own accord, you would have been sent
away," she assured me, not very k�ndly, but w�th perfect frankness.
And the t�psy m�stress sa�d:
"Good-by, Chr�st be w�th you! You are a bad boy, an �mpudent boy;
although I have never seen anyth�ng bad �n you myself, they all say
that you are a bad boy!" And suddenly she burst out cry�ng, and sa�d
through her tears:
"Ah, �f my dead one, my sweet husband, dear soul, had been al�ve,
he would have known how to deal w�th you; he would have boxed
your ears and you would have stayed on. We should not have had to
send you away! But nowadays th�ngs are d�fferent; �f all �s not exactly
as you l�ke, away you go! Och! And where w�ll you be go�ng, boy,
and what good w�ll �t do you to stroll from place to place?"

CHAPTER XVI

I was �n a boat w�th my master, pass�ng along the market-place
between shops wh�ch were flooded to the he�ght of the second story.
I pl�ed the oars, wh�le my master sat �n the stern. The paddle wheel,
wh�ch was useless as a rudder, was deep �n the water, and the boat
veered about awkwardly, meander�ng from street to street on the
qu�et, mudd�ly sleepy waters.



"Ekh! The water gets h�gher and h�gher. The dev�l take �t! It �s
keep�ng the work back," grumbled my master as he smoked a c�gar,
the smoke of wh�ch had an odor of burn�ng cloth. "Gently!" he cr�ed
�n alarm, "we are runn�ng �nto a lamp-post!"
He steered the boat out of danger and scolded me: "They have
g�ven me a boat, the wretches!"
He showed me the spot on wh�ch, after the water had subs�ded, the
work of rebu�ld�ng would beg�n. W�th h�s face shaved to a blu�sh t�nt,
h�s mustache cl�pped short, and a c�gar �n h�s mouth, he d�d not look
l�ke a contractor. He wore a leathern jacket, h�gh boots to h�s knees,
and a game-bag was slung over h�s shoulders. At h�s feet was an
expens�ve two-barelled gun, manufactured by Lebed. From t�me to
t�me he restlessly changed the pos�t�on of h�s leathern cap, pull�ng �t
over h�s eyes, pout�ng h�s l�ps and look�ng caut�ously around. He
pushed the cap to the back of h�s head, looked younger, and sm�led
beneath h�s mustache, th�nk�ng of someth�ng pleasant. No one would
have thought that he had a lot of work to do, and that the long t�me
the water took �n subs�d�ng worr�ed h�m. Ev�dently thoughts wholly
unconnected w�th bus�ness were pass�ng through h�s m�nd.
And I was overwhelmed by a feel�ng of qu�et amazement; �t seemed
so strange to look upon that dead town, the stra�ght rows of bu�ld�ngs
w�th closed w�ndows. The town was s�mply flooded w�th water, and
seemed to be float�ng past our boat. The sky was gray. The sun had
been lost �n the clouds, but somet�mes shone through them �n large,
s�lver, w�ntry patches.
The water also was gray and cold; �ts flow was unnot�ceable; �t
seemed to be congealed, f�xed to one place, l�ke the empty houses
bes�de the shops, wh�ch were pa�nted a d�rty yellow. When the pale
sun looked through the clouds, all around grew sl�ghtly br�ghter. The
water reflected the gray texture of the sky; our boat seemed to hang
�n the a�r between two sk�es; the stone bu�ld�ngs also l�fted
themselves up, and w�th a scarcely percept�ble movement floated
toward the Volga, or the Oka. Around the boat were broken casks,
boxes, baskets, fragments of wood and straw; somet�mes a rod or
jo�st of wood floated l�ke a dead snake on the surface.



Here and there w�ndows were opened. On the roofs of the rows of
galler�es l�nen was dry�ng, or felt boots stuck out. A woman looked
out of a w�ndow onto the gray waters. A boat was moored to the top
of the cast-�ron columns of a galley; her red deck made the reflect�on
of the water look greasy and meat-l�ke.
Nodd�ng h�s head at these s�gns of l�fe, my master expla�ned to me:
"Th�s �s where the market watchman l�ves. He cl�mbs out of the
w�ndow onto the roof, gets �nto h�s boat, and goes out to see �f there
are any th�eves about. And �f there are none, he th�eves on h�s own
account."
He spoke laz�ly, calmly, th�nk�ng of someth�ng else. All around was
qu�et, deserted, and unreal, as �f �t were part of a dream. The Volga
and the Oka flowed �nto an enormous lake; �n the d�stance on a
rugged h�lls�de the town was pa�nted �n motley colors. Gardens were
st�ll somberly clothed, but the buds were burst�ng on the trees, and
fol�age clad houses and churches �n a warm, green mantle. Over the
water crept the muffled sound of the Easter-t�de bells. The murmur of
the town was aud�ble, wh�le here �t was just l�ke a forgotten
graveyard.
Our boat wended �ts way between two rows of black trees; we were
on the h�gh road to the old cathedral. The c�gar was �n my master's
way; �ts acr�d smoke got �nto h�s eyes and caused h�m to run the
nose of the boat �nto the trunks of the trees. Upon wh�ch he cr�ed,
�rr�tably and �n surpr�se:
"What a rotten boat th�s �s!"
"But you are not steer�ng �t."
"How can I?" he grumbled. "When there are two people �n a boat,
one always rows wh�le the other steers. There—look! There's the
Ch�nese block."
I knew the market through and through; I knew that com�cal-look�ng
block of bu�ld�ngs w�th the r�d�culous roofs on wh�ch sat, w�th crossed
legs, f�gures of Ch�namen �n plaster of Par�s. There had been a t�me
when I and my playfellow had thrown stones at them, and some of



the Ch�namen had had the�r heads and hands broken off by me. But
I no longer took any pr�de �n that sort of th�ng.
"Rubb�sh!" sa�d my master, po�nt�ng to the block. "If I had been
allowed to bu�ld �t—"
He wh�stled and pushed h�s cap to the back of h�s head.
But somehow I thought that he would have bu�lt that town of stone
just as d�ng�ly, on that low-ly�ng ground wh�ch was flooded by the
waters of two r�vers every year. And he would even have �nvented
the Ch�nese block.
Throw�ng h�s c�gar over the s�de of the boat, he spat after �t �n
d�sgust, say�ng:
"L�fe �s very dull, Pyeshkov, very dull. There are no educated people
—no one to talk to. If one wants to show off one's g�fts, who �s there
to be �mpressed? Not a soul! All the people here are carpenters,
stonemasons, peasants—"
He looked stra�ght ahead at the wh�te mosque wh�ch rose
p�cturesquely out of the water on a small h�ll, and cont�nued as �f he
were recollect�ng someth�ng he had forgotten:
"I began to dr�nk beer and smoke c�gars when I was work�ng under a
German. The Germans, my brother, are a bus�ness-l�ke race—such
w�ld fowl! Dr�nk�ng beer �s a pleasant occupat�on, but I have never
got used to smok�ng c�gars. And when you 've been smok�ng, your
w�fe grumbles: 'What �s �t that you smell of? It �s l�ke the smell at the
harness-makers.' Ah, brother, the longer we l�ve, the more artful we
grow. Well, well, true to oneself—"
Plac�ng the oar aga�nst the s�de of the boat, he took up h�s gun and
shot at a Ch�naman on a roof. No harm came to the latter; the shot
bur�ed �tself �n the roof and the wall, ra�s�ng a dusty smoke.
"That was a m�ss," he adm�tted w�thout regret, and he aga�n loaded
h�s gun.
"How do you get on w�th the g�rls? Are you keen on them? No? Why,
I was �n love when I was only th�rteen."



He told me, as �f he were tell�ng a dream, the story of h�s f�rst love for
the housema�d of the arch�tect to whom he had been apprent�ced.
Softly splashed the gray water, wash�ng the corners of the bu�ld�ngs;
beyond the cathedral dully gleamed a watery waste; black tw�gs rose
here and there above �t. In the �con-pa�nter's workshop they often
sang the Sem�narsk� song:

"O blue sea,
Stormy sea...."

That blue sea must have been deadly dull.
"I never slept at n�ghts," went on my master. "Somet�mes I got out of
bed and stood at her door, sh�ver�ng l�ke a dog. It was a cold house!
The master v�s�ted her at n�ght. He m�ght have d�scovered me, but I
was not afra�d, not I!"
He spoke thoughtfully, l�ke a person look�ng at an old worn-out coat,
and wonder�ng �f he could wear �t once more.
"She not�ced me, p�t�ed me, unfastened her door, and called me:
'Come �n, you l�ttle fool.'"
I had heard many stor�es of th�s k�nd, and they bored me, although
there was one pleas�ng feature about them—almost every one spoke
of the�r "f�rst love" w�thout boast�ng, or obscen�ty, and often so gently
and sadly that I understood that the story of the�r f�rst love was the
best �n the�r l�ves.
Laugh�ng and shak�ng h�s head, my master excla�med wonder�ngly:
"But that's the sort of th�ng you don't tell your w�fe; no, no! Well,
there's no harm �n �t, but you never tell. That's a story—"
He was tell�ng the story to h�mself, not to me. If he had been s�lent, I
should have spoken. In that qu�etness and desolat�on one had to
talk, or s�ng, or play on the harmon�ca, or one would fall �nto a heavy,
eternal sleep �n the m�dst of that dead town, drowned �n gray, cold
water.
"In the f�rst place, don't marry too soon," he counseled me.
"Marr�age, brother, �s a matter of the most stupendous �mportance.
You can l�ve where you l�ke and how you l�ke, accord�ng to your w�ll.



You can l�ve �n Pers�a as a Mahommedan; �n Moscow as a man
about town. You can arrange your l�fe as you choose. You can g�ve
everyth�ng a tr�al. But a w�fe, brother, �s l�ke the weather—you can
never rule her! You can't take a w�fe and throw her as�de l�ke an old
boot."
H�s face changed. He gazed �nto the gray water w�th kn�tted brows,
rubb�ng h�s prom�nent nose w�th h�s f�ngers, and muttered:
"Yes, brother, look before you leap. Let us suppose that you are
beset on all s�des, and st�ll cont�nue to stand f�rm; even then there �s
a spec�al trap la�d for each one of us."
We were now amongst the vegetat�on �n the lake of Meshtchersk�,
wh�ch was fed by the Volga.
"Row softly," wh�spered my master, po�nt�ng h�s gun �nto the bushes.
After he had shot a few lean woodcocks, he suggested:
"Let us go to Kunav�n Street. I w�ll spend the even�ng there, and you
can go home and say that I am deta�ned by the contractors."
Sett�ng h�m down at one of the streets on the outsk�rts of the town,
wh�ch was also flooded, I returned to the market-place on the
Stravelka, moored the boat, and s�tt�ng �n �t, gazed at the confluence
of the two r�vers, at the town, the steamboats, the sky, wh�ch was
just l�ke the gorgeous w�ng of some g�gant�c b�rd, all wh�te feathery
clouds. The golden sun peeped through the blue gaps between the
clouds, and w�th one glance at the earth transf�gured everyth�ng
thereon. Br�sk, determ�ned movement went on all around me: the
sw�ft current of the r�vers l�ghtly bore �nnumerable planks of wood; on
these planks bearded peasants stood f�rmly, w�eld�ng long poles and
shout�ng to one another, or to approach�ng steamers. A l�ttle steamer
was pull�ng an empty barge aga�nst the stream. The r�ver dragged at
�t, and shook �t. It turned �ts nose round l�ke a p�ke and panted, f�rmly
sett�ng �ts wheels aga�nst the water, wh�ch was rush�ng fur�ously to
meet �t. On a barge w�th the�r legs hang�ng over the s�de sat four
peasants, shoulder to shoulder. One of them wore a red sh�rt, and
sang a song the words of wh�ch I could not hear, but I knew �t.



I felt that here on the l�v�ng r�ver I knew all, was �n touch w�th all, and
could understand all; and the town wh�ch lay flooded beh�nd me was
an ev�l dream, an �mag�nat�on of my master's, as d�ff�cult to
understand as he was h�mself.
When I had sat�ated myself by gaz�ng at all there was to see, I
returned home, feel�ng that I was a grown man, capable of any k�nd
of work. On the way I looked from the h�ll of the Kreml on to the
Volga �n the d�stance. From the h�ll, the earth appeared enormous,
and prom�sed all that one could poss�bly des�re.
I had books at home. In the flat wh�ch Queen Margot had occup�ed
there now l�ved a large fam�ly,—f�ve young lad�es, each one more
beaut�ful than the others, and two schoolboys—and these people
used to g�ve me books. I read Turgen�eff w�th av�d�ty, amazed to f�nd
how �ntell�g�ble, s�mple, and pelluc�d as autumn he was; how pure
were h�s characters, and how good everyth�ng was about wh�ch he
succ�nctly d�scoursed. I read Pomyalovsk�'s "Bourse" and was aga�n
amazed; �t was so strangely l�ke the l�fe �n the �con-pa�nt�ng
workshop. I was so well acqua�nted w�th that desperate ted�um wh�ch
prec�p�tated one �nto cruel pranks. I enjoyed read�ng Russ�an books.
I always felt that there was someth�ng about them fam�l�ar and
melancholy, as �f there were h�dden �n the�r pages the frozen sound
of the Lenten bell, wh�ch pealed forth softly as soon as one opened a
book.
"Dead Souls" I read reluctantly; "Letters from the House of the
Dead," also. "Dead Souls," "Dead Houses," "Three Deaths," "L�v�ng
Rel�cs"—these books w�th t�tles so much al�ke arrested my attent�on
aga�nst my w�ll, and aroused a letharg�c repugnance for all such
books. "S�gns of the T�mes," "Step by Step," "What to Do," and
"Chron�cles of the V�llage of Smour�n," I d�d not care for, nor any
other books of the same k�nd. But I was del�ghted w�th D�ckens and
Walter Scott. I read these authors w�th the greatest enjoyment, the
same books over and over aga�n. The works of Walter Scott
rem�nded me of a h�gh mass on a great feast day �n r�ch churches—
somewhat long and ted�ous, but always solemn. D�ckens st�ll
rema�ns to me as the author to whom I respectfully bow; he was a



man who had a wonderful apprehens�on of that most d�ff�cult of arts
—love of human nature.
In the even�ngs a large company of people used to gather on the
roof: the brothers K. and the�r s�sters, grown up; the snub-nosed
schoolboy, Vyacheslav Semashko; and somet�mes M�ss Pt�tz�n, the
daughter of an �mportant off�c�al, appeared there, too. They talked of
books and poetry. Th�s was someth�ng wh�ch appealed to me, and
wh�ch I could understand; I had read more than all of them together.
But somet�mes they talked about the h�gh school, and compla�ned
about the teachers. When I l�stened to these rec�tals, I felt that I had
more l�berty than my fr�ends, and was amazed at the�r pat�ence. And
yet I env�ed them; they had opportun�t�es of learn�ng!
My comrades were older than I, but I felt that I was the elder. I was
keener-w�tted, more exper�enced than they. Th�s worr�ed me
somewhat; I wanted to feel more �n touch w�th them. I used to get
home late �n the even�ng, dusty and d�rty, steeped �n �mpress�ons
very d�fferent from the�rs—�n the ma�n very monotonous. They talked
a lot about young lad�es, and of be�ng �n love w�th th�s one and that
one, and they used to try the�r hands at wr�t�ng poetry. They
frequently sol�c�ted my help �n th�s matter. I w�ll�ngly appl�ed myself to
vers�f�cat�on, and �t was easy for me to f�nd the rhymes, but for some
reason or other my verses always took a humorous turn, and I never
could help assoc�at�ng M�ss Pt�tz�n, to whom the poetry was
generally ded�cated, w�th fru�ts and vegetables.
Semashko sa�d to me:
"Do you call that poetry? It �s as much l�ke poetry as hobna�ls would
be."
Not w�sh�ng to be beh�nd them �n anyth�ng, I also fell �n love w�th
M�ss Pt�tz�n. I do not remember how I declared my feel�ngs, but I
know that the affa�r ended badly. On the stagnant green water of the
Zvyezd�n Pond floated a plank, and I proposed to g�ve the young
lady a r�de on �t. She agreed. I brought the log to the bank; �t held me
alone qu�te well. But when the gorgeously dressed young lady, all
r�bbons and lace, grac�ously stepped on the other end, and I proudly



pushed off w�th a st�ck, the accursed log rolled away from under us
and my young lady went head over heels �nto the water.
I threw myself �n kn�ghtly fash�on after her, and sw�ftly brought her to
shore. Fr�ght and the green m�re of the pond had qu�te destroyed her
beauty! Shak�ng her wet f�st at me threaten�ngly, she cr�ed:
"You threw me �n the water on purpose!"
And refus�ng to bel�eve �n the s�ncer�ty of my protestat�ons, from that
t�me she treated me as an enemy.
On the whole, I d�d not f�nd l�v�ng �n the town very �nterest�ng. My old
m�stress was as host�le as she had ever been; the young one
regarded me w�th contempt; V�ctorushka more freckled than ever,
snorted at every one, and was everlast�ngly aggr�eved about
someth�ng.
My master had many plans to draw. He could not get through all the
work w�th h�s brother, and so he engaged my stepfather as ass�stant.
One day I came home from the market-place early, about f�ve
o'clock, and go�ng �nto the d�n�ng-room, saw the man whose
ex�stence I had forgotten, at the table bes�de the master. He held h�s
hand out to me.
"How do you do?"
I drew back at the unexpectedness of �t. The f�re of the past had
been suddenly rek�ndled, and burned my heart.
My stepfather looked at me w�th a sm�le on h�s terr�bly emac�ated
face; h�s dark eyes were larger than ever. He looked altogether worn
out and depressed. I placed my hand �n h�s th�n, hot f�ngers.
"Well, so we 've met aga�n," he sa�d, cough�ng.
I left them, feel�ng as weak as �f I had been beaten.
Our manner to each other was caut�ous and restra�ned; he called me
by my f�rst name and my patronym�c, and spoke to me as an equal.
"When you go to the shops, please buy me a quarter of a pound of
Lapherm's tobacco, a hundred packets of V�tcorson's, and a pound



of bo�led sausage."
The money wh�ch he gave me was always unpleasantly heated by
h�s hot hands. It was pla�n that he was a consumpt�ve, and not long
to be an �nhab�tant of th�s earth. He knew th�s, and would say �n a
calm, deep vo�ce, tw�st�ng h�s po�nted black beard:
"My �llness �s almost �ncurable. However, �f I take plenty of meat I
may get better—I may get better."
He ate an unbel�evably large amount; he smoked c�garettes, wh�ch
were only out of h�s l�ps when he was eat�ng. Every day I bought h�m
sausages, ham, sard�nes, but grandmother's s�ster sa�d w�th an a�r of
certa�nty, and for some reason mal�c�ously:
"It �s no use to feed Death w�th da�nt�es; you cannot dece�ve h�m."
The m�stress regarded my stepfather w�th an a�r of �njury,
reproachfully adv�sed h�m to try th�s or that med�c�ne, but made fun
of h�m beh�nd h�s back.
"A f�ne gentleman? The crumbs ought to be swept up more often �n
the d�n�ng-room, he says; crumbs cause the fl�es to mult�ply, he
says."
The young m�stress sa�d th�s, and the old m�stress repeated after
her:
"What do you mean—a f�ne gentleman! W�th h�s coat all worn and
sh�ny, and he always scrap�ng �t w�th a clothes-brush. He �s so faddy;
there must not be a speck of dust on �t!"
But the master spoke sooth�ngly to them:
"Be pat�ent, w�ld fowl, he w�ll soon be dead!" Th�s senseless host�l�ty
of the m�ddle class toward a man of good b�rth somehow drew me
and my stepfather closer together. The cr�mson agar�c �s an
unwholesome fungus, yet �t �s so beaut�ful. Suffocated among these
people, my stepfather was l�ke a f�sh wh�ch had acc�dentally fallen
�nto a fowl-run—an absurd compar�son, as everyth�ng �n that l�fe was
absurd.



I began to f�nd �n h�m resemblances to "Good Bus�ness"—a man
whom I could never forget. I adorned h�m and my Queen w�th the
best that I got out of books. I gave them all that was most pure �n
me, all the fantas�es born of my read�ng. My stepfather was just such
another man, aloof and unloved, as "Good Bus�ness." He behaved
al�ke to every one �n the house, never spoke f�rst, and answered
quest�ons put to h�m w�th a pecul�ar pol�teness and brev�ty. I was
del�ghted when he taught my masters. Stand�ng at the table, bent
double, he would tap the th�ck paper w�th h�s dry na�ls, and suggest
calmly:
"Here you w�ll have to have a keystone. That w�ll halve the force of
the pressure; otherw�se the p�llar w�ll crash through the walls."
"That's true, the dev�l take �t," muttered the master, and h�s w�fe sa�d
to h�m, when my stepfather had gone out:
"It �s s�mply amaz�ng to me that you can allow any one to teach you
your bus�ness l�ke that!"
For some reason she was always espec�ally �rr�tated when my
stepfather cleaned h�s teeth and gargled after supper, protrud�ng h�s
harshly outl�ned Adam's apple.
"In my op�n�on," she would say �n a sour vo�ce, "�t �s �njur�ous to you
to bend your head back l�ke that, Evgen Vass�lv�ch!"
Sm�l�ng pol�tely he asked:
"Why?'
"Because—I am sure �t �s."
He began to clean h�s blu�sh na�ls w�th a t�ny bone st�ck.
"He �s clean�ng h�s na�ls aga�n; well, I never!" excla�med the m�stress.
"He �s dy�ng—and there he �s."
"Ekh!" s�ghed the master. "What a lot of stup�d�ty has flour�shed �n
you, w�ld fowl!"
"Why do you say that?" asked h�s w�fe, confused. But the old
m�stress compla�ned pass�onately to God at n�ght:



"Lord, they have la�d that rotten creature on my shoulders, and V�ctor
�s aga�n pushed on one s�de." V�ctorushka began to mock the
manners of my stepfather,—h�s le�surely walk, the assured
movements of h�s lordly hands, h�s sk�ll �n ty�ng a cravat, and h�s
da�nty way of eat�ng. He would ask coarsely: "Max�mov, what's the
French for 'knee'?"
"I am called Evgen Vass�lev�ch," my stepfather rem�nded h�m calmly.
"All r�ght. Well, what �s 'the chest'?"
V�ctorushka would say to h�s mother at supper: "Ma mère, donnez
mo� encore du p�ckles!"
"Oh, you Frenchman!" the old woman would say, much affected.
My stepfather, as unmoved as �f he were deaf or dumb, chewed h�s
meat w�thout look�ng at any one. One day the elder brother sa�d to
the younger: "Now that you are learn�ng French, V�ctor, you ought to
have a m�stress."
Th�s was the only t�me I remember see�ng my stepfather sm�le
qu�etly.
But the young m�stress let her spoon fall on the table �n her ag�tat�on,
and cr�ed to her husband:
"Are n't you ashamed to talk so d�sgust�ngly before me?"
Somet�mes my stepfather came to me �n the dark vest�bule, where I
slept under the sta�rs wh�ch led to the att�c, and where, s�tt�ng on the
sta�rs by the w�ndow, I used to read.
"Read�ng?" he would say, blow�ng out smoke. There came a h�ss�ng
sound from h�s chest l�ke the h�ss�ng of a f�re-st�ck. "What �s the
book?"
I showed �t to h�m.
"Ah," he sa�d, glanc�ng at the t�tle, "I th�nk I have read �t. W�ll you
smoke?"
We smoked, look�ng out of the w�ndow onto the d�rty yard. He sa�d:



"It �s a great p�ty that you cannot study; �t seems to me that you have
ab�l�ty."
"I am study�ng; I read."
"That �s not enough; you need a school; a system." I felt �ncl�ned to
say to h�m:
"You had the advantages of both school and system, my f�ne fellow,
and what �s the result?"
But he added, as �f he had read my thoughts: "G�ven the proper
d�spos�t�on, a school �s a good educator. Only very well educated
people make any mark �n l�fe."
But once he counseled me:
"You would be far better away from here. I see no sense or
advantage to you �n stay�ng."
"I l�ke the work."
"Ah—what do you f�nd to l�ke?"
"I f�nd �t �nterest�ng to work w�th them."
"Perhaps you are r�ght."
But one day he sa�d:
"What trash they are �n the ma�n, our employers—trash!"
When I remembered how and when my mother had uttered that
word, I �nvoluntar�ly drew back from h�m. He asked, sm�l�ng:
"Don't you th�nk so?"
"I don't know."
"Well, they are; I can see that."
"But I l�ke the master, anyhow."
"Yes, you are r�ght; he �s a worthy man, but strange."
I should have l�ked to talk w�th h�m about books, but �t was pla�n that
he d�d not care for them, and one day he adv�sed me:



"Don't be led away; everyth�ng �s very much embell�shed �n books,
d�storted one way or another. Most wr�ters of books are people l�ke
our master, small people."
Such judgments seemed very dar�ng to me, and qu�te corrupted me.
On the same occas�on he asked me:
"Have you read any of Goncharov's works?"
'The Fr�gate Palada.'"
"That's a dull book. But really, Goncharov �s the cleverest wr�ter �n
Russ�a. I adv�se you to read h�s novel, 'Oblomov.' That �s by far the
truest and most dar�ng book he wrote; �n fact, �t �s the best book �n
Russ�an l�terature."
Of D�ckens' works he sa�d:
"They are rubb�sh, I assure you. But there �s a most �nterest�ng th�ng
runn�ng �n the 'Nova Vremya,'-'The Temptat�on of St. Anthony.' You
read �t? Apparently you l�ke all that perta�ns to the church, and 'The
Temptat�on' ought to be a prof�table subject for you."
He brought me a bundle of papers conta�n�ng the ser�al, and I read
Flaubert's learned work. It rem�nded me of the �nnumerable l�ves of
holy men, scraps of h�story told by the valuers, but �t made no very
deep �mpress�on on me. I much preferred the "Memo�rs of Up�l�o
Fa�mal�, Tamer of W�ld Beasts," wh�ch was pr�nted alongs�de of �t.
When I acknowledged th�s fact to my stepfather, he remarked coolly:
"That means that you are st�ll too young to read such th�ngs?
However, don't forget about that book."
Somet�mes he would s�t w�th me for a long t�me w�thout say�ng a
word, just cough�ng and puff�ng out smoke cont�nuously. H�s
beaut�ful eyes burned pa�nfully, and I looked at h�m furt�vely, and
forgot that th�s man, who was dy�ng so honestly and s�mply, w�thout
compla�nt, had once been so closely related to my mother, and had
�nsulted her. I knew that he l�ved w�th some sort of seamstress, and
thought of her w�th wonder and p�ty. How could she not shr�nk from
embrac�ng those lanky bones, from k�ss�ng that mouth wh�ch gave



forth such an oppress�ve odor of putrescence? Just l�ke "Good
Bus�ness," my stepfather often uttered pecul�arly character�st�c
say�ngs:
"I love hounds; they are stup�d, but I love them. They are very
beaut�ful. Beaut�ful women are often stup�d, too."
I thought, not w�thout pr�de:
"Ah, �f he had only known Queen Margot!"
"People who l�ve for a long t�me �n the same house all have the
same k�nd of face," was one of h�s say�ngs wh�ch I wrote down �n my
note-book.
I l�stened for these say�ngs of h�s, as �f they had been treats. It was
pleasant to hear unusual, l�terary words used �n a house where every
one spoke a colorless language, wh�ch had hardened �nto well-worn,
und�vers�f�ed forms. My stepfather never spoke to me of my mother;
he never even uttered her name. Th�s pleased me, and aroused �n
me a feel�ng of sympathet�c cons�derat�on for h�m.
Once I asked h�m about God—I do not remember what brought up
the subject. He looked at me, and sa�d very calmly:
"I don't know. I don't bel�eve �n God."
I remembered S�tanov, and told my stepfather about h�m. Hav�ng
l�stened attent�vely to me, he observed, st�ll calmly:
"He was �n doubt; and those who are �n doubt must bel�eve �n
someth�ng. As for me, I s�mply do not bel�eve——"
"But �s that poss�ble?"
"Why not? You can see for yourself I don't bel�eve."
I saw noth�ng, except that he was dy�ng. I hardly p�t�ed h�m; my f�rst
feel�ng was one of keen and genu�ne �nterest �n the nearness of a
dy�ng person, �n the mystery of death.
Here was a man s�tt�ng close to me, h�s knee touch�ng m�ne, warm,
sensate, calmly regard�ng people �n the l�ght of the�r relat�ons to
h�mself; speak�ng about everyth�ng l�ke a person who possessed



power to judge and to settle affa�rs; �n whom lay someth�ng
necessary to me, or someth�ng good, blended w�th someth�ng
unnecessary to me. Th�s be�ng of �ncomprehens�ble complex�ty was
the receptacle of cont�nuous wh�rlw�nds of thought. It was not as �f I
were merely brought �n contact w�th h�m, but �t seemed as �f he were
part of myself, that he l�ved somewhere w�th�n me. I thought about
h�m cont�nually, and the shadow of h�s soul lay across m�ne. And to-
morrow he would d�sappear ent�rely, w�th all that was h�dden �n h�s
head and h�s heart, w�th all that I seemed to read �n h�s beaut�ful
eyes. When he went, another of the l�v�ng threads wh�ch bound me
to l�fe would be snapped. H�s memory would be left, but that would
be someth�ng f�n�te w�th�n me, forever l�m�ted, �mmutable. But that
wh�ch �s al�ve changes, progresses. But these were thoughts, and
beh�nd them lay those �nexpress�ble words wh�ch g�ve b�rth to and
nour�sh them, wh�ch str�ke to the very roots of l�fe, demand�ng an
answer to the quest�on, Why?
"I shall soon have to l�e by, �t seems to me," sa�d my stepfather one
ra�ny day. "Th�s stup�d weakness! I don't feel �ncl�ned to do anyth�ng."
The next day, at the t�me of even�ng tea, he brushed the crumbs of
bread from the table and from h�s knees w�th pecul�ar care, and
brushed someth�ng �nv�s�ble from h�s person. The old m�stress,
look�ng at h�m from under her brows, wh�spered to her daughter-�n-
law:
"Look at the way he �s pluck�ng at h�mself, and brush�ng h�mself."
He d�d not come to work for two days, and then the old m�stress put
a large wh�te envelope �n my hand, say�ng:
"Here you are! A woman brought th�s yesterday about noon, and I
forgot to g�ve �t to you. A pretty l�ttle woman she was, but what she
wants w�th you I can't �mag�ne, and that's the truth!"
On a sl�p of paper w�th a hosp�tal stamp, �ns�de the envelope, was
wr�tten �n large characters:
"When you have an hour to spare, come and see me. I am �n the
Mart�novsk� Hosp�tal. "E. M."



The next morn�ng I was s�tt�ng �n a hosp�tal ward on my stepfather's
bed. It was a long bed, and h�s feet, �n gray, worn socks, stuck out
through the ra�ls. H�s beaut�ful eyes, dully wander�ng over the yellow
walls, rested on my face and on the small hands of a young g�rl who
sat on a bench at the head of the bed. Her hands rested on the
p�llow, and my stepfather rubbed h�s cheek aga�nst them, h�s mouth
hang�ng open. She was a plump g�rl, wear�ng a sh�ny, dark frock.
The tears flowed slowly over her oval face; her wet blue eyes never
moved from my stepfather's face, w�th �ts sharp bones, large, sharp-
po�nted nose, and dark mouth.
"The pr�est ought to be here," she wh�spered, "but he forb�ds �t—he
does not understand." And tak�ng her hands from the p�llow, she
pressed them to her breast as �f pray�ng.
In a m�nute my stepfather came to h�mself, looked at the ce�l�ng and
frowned, as �f he were try�ng to remember someth�ng. Then he
stretched h�s lank hand toward me.
"You? Thank you. Here I am, you see. I feel to stup�d."
The effort t�red h�m; he closed h�s eyes. I stroked h�s long cold
f�ngers w�th the blue na�ls. The g�rl asked softly:
"Evgen Vass�lv�ch, �ntroduce us, please!"
"You must know each other," he sa�d, �nd�cat�ng her w�th h�s eyes. "A
dear creature—"
He stopped speak�ng, h�s mouth opened w�der and w�der, and he
suddenly shr�eked out hoarsely, l�ke a raven. Throw�ng herself on the
bed, clutch�ng at the blanket, wav�ng her bare arms about, the g�rl
also screamed, bury�ng her head �n the tossed p�llow.
My stepfather d�ed qu�ckly, and as soon as he was dead, he
rega�ned some of h�s good looks. I left the hosp�tal w�th the g�rl on
my arm. She staggered l�ke a s�ck person, and cr�ed. Her
handkerch�ef was squeezed �nto a ball �n her hand; she alternately
appl�ed �t to her eyes, and roll�ng �t t�ghter, gazed at �t as �f �t were her
last and most prec�ous possess�on.
Suddenly she stood st�ll, press�ng close to me, and sa�d:



"I shall not l�ve t�ll the w�nter. Oh Lord, Lord! What does �t mean?"
Then hold�ng out her hand, wet w�th tears, to me: "Good-by. He
thought a lot of you. He w�ll be bur�ed to-morrow."
"Shall I see you home?"
She looked about her.
"What for? It �s dayt�me, not n�ght."
From the corner of a s�de street I looked after her. She walked
slowly, l�ke a person who has noth�ng to hurry for. It was August. The
leaves were already beg�nn�ng to fall from the trees. I had no t�me to
follow my stepfather to the graveyard, and I never saw the g�rl aga�n.

CHAPTER XVII

Every morn�ng at s�x o'clock I set out to my work �n the market-place.
I met �nterest�ng people there. There was the carpenter, Os�p, a
grayha�red man who looked l�ke Sa�nt N�kola�, a clever workman, and
w�tty; there was the humpbacked slater, Eph�mushka, the p�ous
br�cklayer, Petr, a thoughtful man who also rem�nded me of a sa�nt;
the plasterer, Gregory Sh�shl�n, a flaxen-bearded, blue-eyed,
handsome man, beam�ng w�th qu�et good-nature.
I had come to know these people dur�ng the second part of my l�fe at
the draughtsman's house. Every Sunday they used to appear �n the
k�tchen, grave, �mportant-look�ng, w�th pleasant speech, and w�th
words wh�ch had a new flavor for me. All these sol�d-look�ng
peasants had seemed to me then to be easy to read, good through
and through, all pleasantly d�fferent from the sp�teful, th�ev�ng,
drunken �nhab�tants of the Kunav�n and �ts env�rons.
The plasterer, Sh�shl�n, pleased me most of all, and I actually asked
�f I m�ght jo�n h�s gang of workmen. But scratch�ng h�s golden brow
w�th a wh�te f�nger, he gently refused to have me.



"It �s too soon for you," he sa�d. "Our work �s not easy; wa�t another
year."
Then throw�ng up h�s handsome head, he asked:
"You don't l�ke the way you are l�v�ng? Never m�nd, have pat�ence;
learn to l�ve a l�fe of your own, and then you w�ll be able to bear �t!"
I do not know all that I ga�ned from th�s good adv�ce, but I remember
�t gratefully.
These people used to come to my master's house every Sunday
morn�ng, s�t on benches round th? k�tchen-table, and talk of
�nterest�ng th�ngs wh�le they wa�ted for my master. When he came,
he greeted them loudly and gayly, shak�ng-the�r strong hands, and
then sat down �n the ch�ef corner. They produced the�r accounts and
bundles of notes, the workmen placed the�r tattered account-books
on the table, and the reckon�ng up for the week began.
Jok�ng and banter�ng, the master would try to prove them wrong �n
the�r reckon�ng, and they d�d the same to h�m. Somet�mes there was
a f�erce d�spute, but more often fr�endly laughter.
"Eh, you're a dear man; you were born a rogue!" the workmen would
say to the master.
And he answered, laugh�ng �n some confus�on:
"And what about you, w�ld fowl? There's as much roguery about you
as about me!"
"How should we be anyth�ng else, fr�end?" agreed Eph�mushka, but
grave Petr sa�d:
"You l�ve by what you steal; what you earn you g�ve to God and the
emperor."
"Well, then I 'll w�ll�ngly make a burnt offer�ng of you," laughed the
master.
They led h�m on good-naturedly:
"Set f�re to us, you mean?"
"Burn us �n a f�ery furnace?"



Gregory Sh�shl �n, press�ng h�s luxur�ant beard to h�s breast w�th h�s
hands, sa�d �n a s�ng-song vo�ce: "Brothers, let us do our bus�ness
w�thout cheat�ng. If we w�ll only l�ve honestly, how happy and
peaceful we shall be, eh? Shall we not, dear people?"
H�s blue eyes darkened, grew mo�st; at that moment he looked
wonderfully handsome. H�s quest�on seemed to have upset them all;
they all turned away from h�m �n confus�on.
"A peasant does not cheat much," grumbled good-look�ng Os�p w�th
a s�gh, as �f he p�t�ed the peasant.
The dark br�cklayer, bend�ng h�s round-shouldered back over the
table, sa�d th�ckly:
"S�n �s l�ke a sort of bog; the farther you go, the more swampy �t
gets!"
And the master sa�d to them, as �f he were mak�ng a speech:
"What about me? I go �nto �t because someth�ng calls me. Though I
don't want to."
After th�s ph�losoph�s�ng they aga�n tr�ed to get the better of one
another, but when they had f�n�shed the�r accounts, persp�r�ng and
t�red from the effort, they went out to the tavern to dr�nk tea, �nv�t�ng
the master to go w�th them.
On the market-place �t was my duty to watch these people, to see
that they d�d not steal na�ls, or br�cks, or boards. Every one of them,
�n add�t�on to my master's work, held contracts of h�s own, and would
try to steal someth�ng for h�s own work under my very nose. They
welcomed me k�ndly, and Sh�shl�n sa�d:
"Do you remember how you wanted to come �nto my gang? And look
at you now; put over me as ch�ef!"
"Well, well," sa�d Os�p banter�ngly, "keep watch over the r�ver-banks,
and may God help you!"
Petr observed �n an unfr�endly tone:
"They have put a young crane to watch old m�ce."



My dut�es were a cruel tr�al to me. I felt ashamed �n the presence of
these people. They all seemed to possess some spec�al knowledge
wh�ch was h�dden from the rest of the world, and I had to watch them
as �f they had been th�eves and tr�cksters. The f�rst part of the t�me �t
was very hard for me, but Os�p soon not�ced th�s, and one day he
sa�d to me pr�vately:
"Look here, young fellow, you won't do any good by sulk�ng—
understand?"
Of course I d�d not understand, but I felt that he real�zed the
absurd�ty of my pos�t�on, and I soon arr�ved at a frank understand�ng
w�th h�m.
He took me as�de �n a corner and expla�ned:
"If you want to know, the b�ggest th�ef among us �s the br�cklayer,
Petrukha. He �s a man w�th a large fam�ly, and he �s greedy. You
want to watch h�m well. Noth�ng �s too small for h�m; everyth�ng
comes �n handy. A pound of na�ls, a dozen of br�cks, a bag of mortar
—he 'll take all. He �s a good man, God-fear�ng, of severe �deas, and
well educated, but he loves to steal! Eph�mushka l�ves l�ke a woman.
He �s peaceable, and �s harmless as far as you are concerned. He �s
clever, too—humpbacks are never fools! And there's Gregory
Sh�shl�n. He has a fad—he w�ll ne�ther take from others nor g�ve of
h�s own. He works for noth�ng; any one can take h�m �n, but he can
dece�ve no one. He �s not governed by h�s reason."
"He �s good, then?"
Os�p looked at me as �f I were a long way from h�m, and uttered
these memorable words:
"True enough, he �s good. To be good �s the eas�est way for lazy
people. To be good, my boy, does not need bra�ns."
"And what about you?" I asked Os�p.
He laughed and answered:
"I? I am l�ke a young g�rl. When I am a grandmother I w�ll tell you all
about myself; t�ll then you w�ll have to wa�t. In the meanwh�le you can



set your bra�ns to work to f�nd out where the real 'I' �s h�dden. F�nd
out; that �s what you have to do!"
He had upset all my �deas of h�mself and h�s fr�ends.
It was d�ff�cult for me to doubt the truth of h�s statement. I saw that
Eph�mushka, Petr, and Gregory regarded the handsome old man as
more clever and more learned �n worldly w�sdom than themselves.
They took counsel w�th h�m about everyth�ng, l�stened attent�vely to
h�s adv�ce, and showed h�m every s�gn of respect.
"W�ll you be so good as to g�ve us your adv�ce," they would ask h�m.
But after one of these quest�ons, when Os�p had gone away, the
br�cklayer sa�d softly to Gr�gor�:
"Heret�c!"
And Gr�gor� burst out laugh�ng and added:
"Clown!"
The plasterer warned me �n a fr�endly way:
"You look out for yourself w�th the old man, Max�m�ch. You must be
careful, or he w�ll tw�st you round h�s f�nger �n an hour; he �s a b�tter
old man. God save you from the harm he can do."
"What harm?"
"That I can't say!" answered the handsome workman, bl�nk�ng.
I d�d not understand h�m �n the least. I thought that the most honest
and p�ous man of them all was the br�cklayer, Petr; He spoke of
everyth�ng br�efly, suggest�vely; h�s thoughts rested mostly upon
God, hell, and death.
"Ekh! my ch�ldren, my brothers, how can you not be afra�d? How can
you not look forward, when the grave and the churchyard let no one
pass them?"
He always had the stomachache, and there were some days when
he could not eat anyth�ng at all. Even a morsel of bread brought on
the pa�n to such an extent as to cause convuls�ons and a dreadful
s�ckness.



Humpbacked Eph�mushka also seemed a very good and honest, but
always queer fellow. Somet�mes he was happy and fool�sh, l�ke a
harmless lunat�c. He was everlast�ngly fall�ng �n love w�th d�fferent
women, about whom he always used the same words:
"I tell you stra�ght, she �s not a woman, but a flower �n cream—e�, bo
—o!"
When the l�vely women of Kunav�n Street came to wash the floors �n
the shops, Eph�mushka let h�mself down from the roof, and stand�ng
�n a corner somewhere, mumbled, bl�nk�ng h�s gray, br�ght eyes,
stretch�ng h�s mouth from ear to ear:
"Such a butterfly as the Lord has sent to me; such a joy has
descended upon me! Well, what �s she but a flower �n cream, and
grateful I ought to be for the chance wh�ch has brought me such a
g�ft! Such beauty makes me full of l�fe, af�re!"
At f�rst the women used to laugh at h�m, call�ng out to each other:
"L�sten to the humpback runn�ng on! Oh Lord!" The slater caused no
l�ttle laughter. H�s h�gh cheek-boned face wore a sleepy express�on,
and he used to talk as �f he were rav�ng, h�s honeyed phrases
flow�ng �n an �ntox�cat�ng stream wh�ch obv�ously went to the
women's heads. At length one of the elder ones sa�d to her fr�end �n
a tone of amazement:
"Just l�sten to how that man �s go�ng on! A clean young fellow he �s!"
"He s�ngs l�ke a b�rd."
"Or l�ke a beggar �n the church porch," sa�d an obst�nate g�rl, refus�ng
to g�ve way.
But Eph�mushka was not l�ke a beggar at all. He stood f�rmly, l�ke a
squat tree-trunk; h�s vo�ce rang out l�ke a challenge; h�s words
became more and more allur�ng; the women l�stened to h�m �n
s�lence. In fact, �t seemed as �f h�s whole be�ng was flow�ng away �n a
tender, narcot�c speech.
It ended �n h�s say�ng to h�s mates �n a tone of aston�shment at
supper-t�me, or after the Sabbath rest, shak�ng h�s heavy, angular
head:



"Well, what a sweet l�ttle woman, a dear l�ttle th�ng! I have never
before come across anyth�ng l�ke her!"
When he spoke of h�s conquests Eph�mushka was not boastful, nor
jeered at the v�ct�m of h�s charms, as the others always d�d. He was
only joyfully and gratefully touched, h�s gray eyes w�de open w�th
aston�shment.
Os�p, shak�ng h�s head, excla�med:
"Oh, you �ncorr�g�ble fellow! How old are you?" "Forty-four years, but
that's noth�ng! I have grown f�ve years younger to-day, as �f I had
bathed �n the heal�ng water of a r�ver. I feel thoroughly f�t, and my
heart �s at peace! Some women can produce that effect, eh?"
The br�cklayer sa�d coarsely:
"You are go�ng on for f�fty. You had better be careful, or you w�ll f�nd
that your loose way of l�fe w�ll leave a b�tter taste."
"You are shameless, Eph�mushka!" s�ghed Gr�gor� Sh�shl�n.
And �t seemed to me that the handsome fellow env�ed the success of
the humpback.
Os�p looked round on us all from under h�s level s�lver brows, and
sa�d jest�ngly:
"Every Mashka has her fanc�es. One w�ll love cups and spoons,
another buckles and ear-r�ngs, but all Mashkas w�ll be grandmothers
�n t�me."
Sh�shl�n was marr�ed, but h�s w�fe was l�v�ng �n the country, so he
also cast h�s eyes on the floor-scrubbers. They were all of them easy
of approach. All of them "earned a b�t" to add to the�r �ncome, and
they regarded th�s method of earn�ng money �n that poverty-str�cken
area as s�mply as they would have regarded any other k�nd of work.
But the handsome workman never approached the women. He just
gazed at them from afar w�th a pecul�ar express�on, as �f he were
p�ty�ng some one—h�mself or them. But when they began to sport
w�th h�m and tempt h�m, he laughed bashfully and went away.
"Well, you—"



"What's the matter w�th you, you fool?" asked Eph�mushka, amazed.
"Do you mean to say you are go�ng to lose the chance?"
"I am a marr�ed man," Gr�gor� rem�nded h�m.
"Well, do you th�nk your w�fe w�ll know anyth�ng about �t?"
"My w�fe would always know �f I l�ved unchastely. I can't dece�ve her,
my brother."
"How can she know?"
"That I can't say, but she �s bound to know, wh�le she l�ves chaste
herself; and �f I lead a chaste l�fe, and she were to s�n, I should know
�t."
"But how?" cr�ed Eph�mushka, but Gr�gor� repeated calmly:
"That I can't say."
The slater waved h�s hands ag�tatedly.
"There, �f you please! Chaste, and does n't know! Oh, you
blockhead!"
Sh�shl�n's workmen, number�ng seven, treated h�m as one of
themselves and not as the�r master, and beh�nd h�s back they
n�cknamed h�m "The Calf."
When he came to work and saw that they were lazy, he would take a
trowel, or a spade, and art�st�cally do the work h�mself, call�ng out
coax�ngly:
"Set to work, ch�ldren, set to work!"
One day, carry�ng out the task wh�ch my master had angr�ly set me, I
sa�d to Gr�gor�:
"What bad workmen you have."
He seemed surpr�sed.
"Why?"—
"Th�s work ought to have been f�n�shed yesterday, and they won't
f�n�sh �t even to-day."



"That �s true;'they won't have t�me," he agreed, and after a s�lence he
added caut�ously:
"Of course, I see that by r�ghts I ought to d�sm�ss them, but you see
they are all my own people from my own v�llage. And then aga�n the
pun�shment of God �s that every man should eat bread by the sweat
of h�s brow, and the pun�shment �s for all of us—for you and me, too.
But you and I labor less than they do, and—well, �t would be
awkward to d�sm�ss them."
He l�ved �n a dream. He would walk along the deserted streets of the
market-place, and suddenly halt�ng on one of the br�dges over the
Obvodn� Canal, would stand for a long t�me at the ra�l�ngs, look�ng
�nto the water, at the sky, or �nto the d�stance beyond the Oka. If one
overtook h�m and asked:
"What are you do�ng?"
"What?" he would reply, wak�ng up and sm�l�ng confusedly. "I was
just stand�ng, look�ng about me a b�t."
"God has arranged everyth�ng very well, brother," he would often
say. "The sky, the earth, the flow�ng r�vers, the steamboats runn�ng.
You can get on a boat and go where you l�ke—to R�azan, or to
R�b�nsk, to Perm, to Astrakhan. I went to R�azan once. It was n't bad
—a l�ttle town—but very dull, duller than N�jn�. Our N�jn� �s wonderful,
gay! And Astrakhan �s st�ll duller. There are a lot of Kalmucks there,
and I don't l�ke them. I don't l�ke any of those Mordovans, or
Kalmucks, Pers�ans, or Germans, or any of the other nat�ons."
He spoke slowly; h�s words caut�ously felt for sympathy �n others,
and always found �t �n the br�cklayer, Petr.
"Those are not nat�ons, but nomads," sa�d Petr w�th angry conv�ct�on.
"They came �nto the world before Chr�st and they 'll go out of �t
before He comes aga�n."
Gr�gor� became an�mated; he beamed.
"That's �t, �sn't �t? But I love a pure race l�ke the Russ�ans, my
brother, w�th a stra�ght look. I don't l�ke Jews, e�ther, and I cannot



understand how they are the people of God. It �s w�sely arranged, no
doubt."
The slater added darkly:
"W�sely—but there �s a lot that �s superfluous!"
Os�p l�stened to what they sa�d, and then put �n, mock�ngly and
caust�cally:
"There �s much that �s superfluous, and your conversat�on belongs to
that category. Ekh! you babblers; you want a thrash�ng, all of you!"
Os�p kept h�mself to h�mself, and �t was �mposs�ble to guess w�th
whom he would agree, or w�th whom he would quarrel. Somet�mes
he seemed �ncl�ned to agree calmly w�th all men, and w�th all the�r
�deas; but more often one saw that he was bored by all of them,
regard�ng them as half-w�tted, and he sa�d to Petr, Gr�gor�, and
Eph�mushka:
"Ekh, you sow's whelps!"
They laughed, not very cheerfully or w�ll�ngly, but st�ll they laughed.
My master gave me f�ve copecks a day for food. Th�s was not
enough, and I was rather hungry. See�ng th�s, the workmen �nv�ted
me to breakfast and supper w�th them, and somet�mes the
contractors would �nv�te me to a tavern to dr�nk tea w�th them. I
w�ll�ngly accepted the �nv�tat�ons. I loved to s�t among them and l�sten
to the�r slow speeches, the�r strange stor�es. I gave them great
pleasure by my read�ngs out of church books.
"You've stuck to books t�ll you are fed up w�th them. Your crop �s
stuffed w�th them," sa�d Os�p, regard�ng me attent�vely w�th h�s
cornflower-blue eyes. It was d�ff�cult to catch the�r express�on; h�s
pup�ls always seemed to be float�ng, melt�ng.
"Take �t a drop at a t�me—�t �s better; and when you are grown up,
you can be a monk and console the people by your teach�ng, and �n
that way you may become a m�ll�ona�re."
"A m�ss�oner," corrected the br�cklayer �n a vo�ce wh�ch for some
reason sounded aggr�eved.



"What?" asked Os�p.
"A m�ss�oner �s what you mean! You are not deaf, are you?"
"All r�ght, then, a m�ss�oner, and d�spute w�th heret�cs. And even
those whom you reckon as heret�cs have the r�ght to bread. One can
l�ve even w�th a heret�c, �f one exerc�ses d�scret�on."
Gr�gor� laughed �n an embarrassed manner, and Petr sa�d �n h�s
beard:
"And w�zards don't have a bad t�me of �t, and other k�nds of godless
people."
But Os�p returned qu�ckly:
"A w�zard �s not a man of educat�on; educat�on �s not usually a
possess�on of the w�zard."
And he told me:
"Now look at th�s; just l�sten. In our d�str�ct there l�ved a peasant,
Tushek was h�s name, an emac�ated l�ttle man, and �dle. He l�ved l�ke
a feather, blown about here and there by the w�nd, ne�ther a worker
nor a do-noth�ng. Well, one day he took to pray�ng, because he had
noth�ng else to do, and after wander�ng about for two years, he
suddenly showed h�mself �n a new character. H�s ha�r hung down
over h�s shoulders; he wore a skull-cap, and a brown cassock of
leather; he looked on all of us w�th a baneful eye, and sa�d stra�ght
out: 'Repent, ye cursed!' And why not repent, espec�ally �f you
happened to be a woman? And the bus�ness ran �ts course: Tushek
overfed, Tushek drunk, Tushek hav�ng h�s way w�th the women to h�s
heart's content—"
The br�cklayer �nterrupted h�m angr�ly:
"What has that got to do w�th the matter, h�s overfeed�ng, or
overdr�nk�ng?"
"What else has to do w�th �t, then?"
"H�s words are all that matter."



"Oh, I took no not�ce of h�s words; I am abundantly g�fted w�th words
myself."
"We know all we want to know about Tush�nkov, Dm�tr� Vass�l�ch,"
sa�d Petr �nd�gnantly, and Gr�gor� sa�d noth�ng, but let h�s head
droop, and gazed �nto h�s glass.
"I don't d�spute �t," repl�ed Os�p peaceably. "I was just tell�ng our
Max�m�ch of the d�fferent pathways to the morsel—"
"Some of the roads lead to pr�son!"
"Occas�onally," agreed Os�p. "But you w�ll meet w�th pr�ests on all
k�nds of paths; one must learn where to turn off."
He was always somewhat �ncl�ned to make fun of these p�ous
people, the plasterer and the br�cklayer; perhaps he d�d not l�ke
them, but he sk�lfully concealed the fact. H�s att�tude towards people
was always elus�ve.
He looked upon Eph�mushka more �ndulgently, w�th more favor than
upon the other. The slater d�d not enter �nto d�scuss�ons about God,
the truth, sects, the woes of human�ty, as h�s fr�ends d�d. Sett�ng h�s
cha�r s�dew�se to the table, so that �ts back should not be �n the way
of h�s hump, he would calmly dr�nk glass after glass of tea. Then,
suddenly alert, he would glance round the smoky room, l�sten�ng to
the �ncoherent babel of vo�ces, and dart�ng up, sw�ftly d�sappear.
That meant that some one had come �nto the tavern to whom
Eph�mushka owed money,—he had a good dozen cred�tors,—so, as
some of them used to beat h�m when they saw h�m, he just fled from
s�n.
"They get angry, the odd�t�es!" he would say �n a tone of surpr�se.
"Can't they understand that �f I had the money I would g�ve �t to
them?"
"Oh, b�tter poverty!" Os�p sped after h�m.
Somet�mes Eph�mushka sat deep �n thought, hear�ng and see�ng
noth�ng; h�s h�gh cheek-boned face softened, h�s pleasant eyes
look�ng pleasanter than usual.
"What are you th�nk�ng about?" they would ask h�m.



"I was th�nk�ng that �f I were r�ch I would marry a real lady, a
noblewoman—by God, I would! A colonel's daughter, for example,
and, Lord! how I would love her! I should be on f�re w�th love of her,
because, my brothers, I once roofed the country house of a certa�n
colonel—"
"And he had a w�dowed daughter; we 've heard all that before!"
�nterrupted Petr �n an unfr�endly tone.
But Eph�mushka, spread�ng h�s hands out on h�s knees, rocked to
and fro, h�s hump look�ng as �f �t were ch�sell�ng the a�r, and
cont�nued:
"Somet�mes she went �nto the garden, all �n wh�te; glor�ous she
looked. I looked at her from the roof, and I d�d n't know what the sun
had done to me. But what caused that wh�te l�ght? It was as �f a
wh�te dove had flown from under her feet! She was just a cornflower
�n cream! W�th such a lady as that, one would l�ke all one's l�fe to be
n�ght."
"And how would you get anyth�ng to eat?" asked Petr gruffly. But th�s
d�d not d�sturb Eph�mushka.
"Lord!" he excla�med. "Should we want much? Bes�des, she �s r�ch."
Os�p laughed.
"And when are you go�ng �n for all th�s d�ss�pat�on, Eph�mushka, you
rogue?"
Eph�mushka never talked on any other subject but women, and he
was an unrel�able workman. At one t�me he worked excellently and
prof�tably, at another t�me he d�d not get on at all; h�s wooden
hammer tapped the r�dges laz�ly, leav�ng crev�ces. He always smelt
of tra�n-o�l, but he had a smell of h�s own as well, a healthy, pleasant
smell l�ke that of a newly cut tree.
One could d�scuss everyth�ng that was �nterest�ng w�th the carpenter.
H�s words always st�rred one's feel�ngs, but �t was hard to tell when
he was ser�ous and when jok�ng.
W�th Gr�gor� �t was better to talk about God; th�s was a subject wh�ch
he loved, and on wh�ch he was an author�ty.



"Gr�sha," I asked, "do you know there are people who do not bel�eve
�n God?"
He laughed qu�etly.
"What do you mean?"
"They say there �s no God."
"Oh, that's what you mean! I know that."
And as �f he were brush�ng away �nv�s�ble fl�es, he went on:
"K�ng Dav�d sa�d �n h�s t�me, you remember, 'The fool hath sa�d �n h�s
heart "There �s no God."' That's what he sa�d about that k�nd of fool.
We can't do w�thout God!"
Os�p sa�d, as �f agree�ng w�th h�m:
"Take away God from Petrukha here, and he w�ll show you!"
Sh�shl�n's handsome face became stern. He touched h�s beard w�th
f�ngers the na�ls of wh�ch were covered w�th dr�ed l�me, and sa�d
myster�ously:
"God dwells �n every �ncarnate be�ng; the consc�ence and all the
�nner l�fe �s God-g�ven."
"And s�n?"
"S�n comes from the flesh, from Satan! S�n �s an external th�ng, l�ke
smallpox, and noth�ng more! He who th�nks too much of s�n, s�ns all
the more. If you do not remember s�n, you w�ll not s�n. Thoughts
about s�n are from Satan, the lord of the flesh, who suggests."
The br�cklayer quer�ed th�s.
"You are wrong there."
"I am not! God �s s�nless, and man �s �n H�s �mage and l�keness. It �s
the �mage of God, the flesh, wh�ch s�ns, but H�s l�keness cannot s�n;
�t �s a sp�r�t."
He sm�led tr�umphantly, but Petr growled:
"That �s wrong."



"Accord�ng to you, I suppose," Os�p asked the br�cklayer, "�f you don't
s�n, you can't repent, and �f you don't repent, you won't be saved?"
"That's a more hopeful way. Forget the dev�l and you cease to love
God, the fathers sa�d."
Sh�shl�n was not �ntemperate, but two glasses would make h�m t�psy.
H�s face would be flushed, h�s eyes ch�ld�sh, and h�s vo�ce would be
ra�sed �n song.
"How good everyth�ng �s, brothers! Here we l�ve, work a l�ttle, and
have as much as we want to eat, God be pra�sed! Ah, how good �t
�s!"
He wept. The tears tr�ckled down h�s beard and gleamed on the
s�lken ha�rs l�ke false pearls.
H�s laudat�on of our l�fe and those tears were unpleasant to me. My
grandmother had sung the pra�ses of l�fe more conv�nc�ngly, more
sympathet�cally, and not so crudely.
All these d�scuss�ons kept me �n a cont�nual tens�on, and aroused a
dull emot�on �n me. I had already read many books about peasants,
and I saw how utterly unl�ke the peasants �n the books were to those
�n real l�fe. In books they were all unhappy. Good or ev�l characters,
they were all poorer �n words and �deas than peasants �n real l�fe. In
books they spoke less of God, of sects, of churches, and more of
government, land, and law. They spoke less about women, too, but
qu�te as coarsely, though more k�ndly. For the peasants �n real l�fe,
women were a past�me, but a dangerous one. One had to be artful
w�th women; otherw�se they would ga�n the upper hand and spo�l
one's whole l�fe. The muzh�k �n books may be good or bad, but he �s
altogether one or the other. The real muzh�k �s ne�ther wholly good
nor wholly bad, but he �s wonderfully �nterest�ng. If the peasant �n
real l�fe does not blurt out all h�s thoughts to you, you have a feel�ng
that he �s keep�ng someth�ng back wh�ch he means to keep for
h�mself alone, and that very unsa�d, h�dden th�ng �s the most
�mportant th�ng about h�m.
Of all the peasants I had read of �n books, the one I l�ked the best
was Petr �n "The Carpenter's Gang." I wanted to read the story to my



comrades, and I brought the book to the Yarmaka. I often spent the
n�ght �n one or another of the workshops; somet�mes �t was because
I was so t�red that I lacked the strength to get home.
When I told them that I had a book about carpenters, my statement
aroused a l�vely �nterest, espec�ally �n Os�p. He took the book out of
my hands, and turned over the leaves d�strustfully, shak�ng h�s head.
"And �t �s really wr�tten about us! Oh, you rascal! Who wrote �t? Some
gentleman? I thought as much! Gentlemen, and ch�novn�ks
espec�ally, are experts at anyth�ng. Where God does not even guess,
a ch�novn�k has �t all settled �n h�s m�nd. That's what they l�ve for."
"You speak very �rreverently of God, Os�p," observed Petr.
"That's all r�ght! My words are less to God than a snowflake or a drop
of ra�n are to me. Don't you worry; you and I don't touch God."
He suddenly began to play restlessly, throw�ng off sharp l�ttle say�ngs
l�ke sparks from a fl�nt, cutt�ng off w�th them, as w�th sc�ssors,
whatever was d�spleas�ng to h�m. Several t�mes �n the course of the
day he asked me:
"Are we go�ng to read, Max�m�ch? That's r�ght! A good �dea!"
When the hour for rest arr�ved we had supper w�th h�m �n h�s
workshop, and after supper appeared Petr w�th h�s ass�stant
Ardalon, and Sh�shl�n w�th the lad Phoma. In the shed where the
gang slept there was a lamp burn�ng, and I began to read. They
l�stened w�thout speak�ng, but they moved about, and very soon
Ardalon sa�d crossly:
"I've had enough of th�s!"
And he went out. The f�rst to fall asleep was Gr�gor�, w�th h�s mouth
open surpr�s�ngly; then the carpenters fell asleep; but Petr, Os�p, and
Phoma drew nearer to me and l�stened attent�vely. When I f�n�shed
read�ng Os�p put out the lamp at once. By the stars �t was nearly
m�dn�ght.
Petr asked �n the darkness:
"What was that wr�tten for? Aga�nst whom?"



"Now for sleep!" sa�d Os�p, tak�ng off h�s boots.
Petr pers�sted �n h�s quest�on:
"I asked, aga�nst whom was that wr�tten?"
"I suppose they know!" repl�ed Os�p, arrang�ng h�mself for sleep on a
scaffold�ng.
"If �t �s wr�tten aga�nst stepmothers, �t �s a waste of t�me. It won't
make stepmothers any better," sa�d the br�cklayer f�rmly. "And �f �t �s
meant for Petr, �t �s also fut�le; h�s s�n �n h�s answer. For murder you
go to S�ber�a, and that's all there �s about �t! Books are no good for
such s�ns; no use, eh?"
Os�p d�d not reply, and the br�cklayer added;
"They can do noth�ng themselves and so they d�scuss other people's
work. L�ke women at a meet�ng. Good-by, �t �s bedt�me."
He stood for a m�nute �n the dark blue square of the open door, and
asked:
"Are you asleep, Os�p? What do you th�nk about �t?"
"Eh?" responded the carpenter sleep�ly.
"All r�ght; go to sleep."
Sh�shl�n had fallen on h�s s�de where he had been s�tt�ng. Phoma lay
on some trampled straw bes�de me. The whole ne�ghborhood was
asleep. In the d�stance rose the shr�ek of the ra�lway eng�nes, the
heavy rumbl�ng of �ron wheels, the clang of buffers. In the shed rose
the sound of snor�ng �n d�fferent keys. I felt uncomfortable. I had
expected some sort of d�scuss�on, and there had been noth�ng of the
k�nd. But suddenly Os�p spoke softly and evenly:
"My ch�ld, don't you bel�eve anyth�ng of that. You are young; you
have a long wh�le to l�ve; treasure up your thoughts. Your own sense
�s worth tw�ce some one else's. Are you asleep, Phoma?"
"No," repl�ed Phoma w�th alacr�ty.
"That's r�ght! You have both rece�ved some educat�on, so you go on
read�ng. But don't bel�eve all you read. They can pr�nt anyth�ng, you



know. That �s the�r bus�ness!"
He lowered h�s feet from the scaffold�ng, and rest�ng h�s hands on
the edge of the plank, bent over us, and cont�nued:
"How ought you to regard books? Denunc�at�on of certa�n people,
that's what a book �s! Look, they say, and see what sort of a man th�s
�s—a carpenter, or any one else—and here �s a gentleman, a
d�fferent k�nd of man! A book �s not wr�tten w�thout an object, and
generally around some one."
Phoma sa�d th�ckly:
"Petr was r�ght to k�ll that contractor!"
"That was wrong. It can never be r�ght to k�ll a man. I know that you
do not love Gr�gor�, but put that thought away from you. We are none
of us r�ch people. To-day I am master, to-morrow a workman aga�n."
"I d�d not mean you, Uncle Os�p."
"It �s all the same."
"You are just—"
"Wa�t; I am tell�ng you why these books are wr�tten," Os�p �nterrupted
Phoma's angry words. "It �s a very cunn�ng �dea! Here we have a
gentleman w�thout a muzh�k; here a muzh�k w�thout a gentleman!
Look now! Both the gentleman and the muzh�k are badly off. The
gentleman grows weak, crazy, and the muzh�k becomes boastful,
drunken, s�ckly, and offens�ve. That's what happens! But �n h�s lord's
castle �t was better, they say. The lord h�d h�mself beh�nd the muzh�k
and the muzh�k beh�nd the master, and so they went round and
round, well-fed, and peaceful. I don't deny that �t was more peaceful
l�v�ng w�th the nobles. It was no advantage to the lord �f h�s muzh�k
was poor, but �t was to h�s good �f he was r�ch and �ntell�gent. He was
then a weapon �n h�s hand. I know all about �t; you see I l�ved �n a
nobleman's doma�n for nearly forty years. There's a lot of my
exper�ence wr�tten on my h�de."
I remembered that the carter, Petr, who comm�tted su�c�de, used to
talk �n the same way about the nob�l�ty, and �t was very unpleasant to



my m�nd that the �deas of Os�p should run on the same l�nes as
those of that ev�l old man.
Os�p touched my leg w�th h�s hand, and went on:
"One must understand books and all sorts of wr�t�ngs. No one does
anyth�ng w�thout a reason, and books are not wr�tten for noth�ng, but
to muddle people's heads. Every one �s created w�th �ntell�gence,
w�thout wh�ch no one can w�eld an ax, or sew a shoe." He spoke for
a long t�me, and lay down. Aga�n he jumped up, throw�ng gently h�s
well turned, qua�nt phrases �nto the darkness and qu�etness.
"They say that the nobles are qu�te a d�fferent race from the
peasants, but �t �s not true. We are just l�ke the nobles, only we
happen to have been born low down �n the scale. Of course a noble
learns from books, wh�le I learn by my own noddle, and a gentleman
has a del�cate sk�n; that �s all the d�fference. No—o, lads, �t �s t�me
there was a new way of l�v�ng; all these wr�t�ngs ought to be thrown
as�de! Let every one ask h�mself 'What am I?' A man! 'And what �s
he?' Also a man! What then? Does God need h�s superfluous
wealth? No-o, we are equal �n the s�ght of God when �t comes to
g�fts."
At last, �n the morn�ng, when the dawn had put out the l�ght of the
stars, Os�p sa�d to me:
"You see how I could wr�te? I have talked about th�ngs that I have
never thought about. But you mustn't place too much fa�th �n what I
say. I was talk�ng more because I was sleepless than w�th any
ser�ous �ntent�on. You l�e down and th�nk of someth�ng to amuse you.
Once there was a raven wh�ch flew from the f�elds to the h�lls, from
boundary to boundary, and l�ved beyond her t�me; the Lord pun�shed
her. The raven �s dead and dr�ed up. What �s the mean�ng of that?
There �s no mean�ng �n �t, none. Now go to sleep; �t w�ll soon be t�me
to get up."

CHAPTER XVIII



As Yaakov, the stoker, had done �n h�s t�me, so now Os�p grew and
grew �n my eyes, unt�l he h�d all other people from me. There was
some resemblance to the stoker �n h�m, but at the same t�me he
rem�nded me of grandfather, the valuer, Petr Vass�l�ev, Smour�, and
the cook. When I th�nk of all the people who are f�rmly f�xed �n my
memory, he has left beh�nd a deeper �mpress�on than any of them,
an �mpress�on wh�ch has eaten �nto �t, as ox�de eats �nto a brass bell.
What was remarkable about h�m was that he had two sets of �deas.
In the dayt�me, at h�s work among people, h�s l�vely, s�mple �deas
were bus�nessl�ke and eas�er to understand than those to wh�ch he
gave vent when he was off duty, �n the even�ngs, when he went w�th
me �nto the town to see h�s cron�es, the dealers, or at n�ght when he
could not sleep. He had spec�al n�ght thoughts, many-s�ded l�ke the
flame of a lamp. They burned br�ghtly, but where were the�r real
faces? On wh�ch s�de was th�s or that �dea, nearer and dearer to
Os�p?
He seemed to me to be much cleverer than any one else I had met,
and I hovered about h�m, as I used to do w�th the stoker, try�ng to
f�nd out about the man, to understand h�m. But he gl�ded away from
me; �t was �mposs�ble to grasp h�m. Where was the real man h�dden?
How far could I bel�eve �n h�m?
I remember how he sa�d to me:
"You must f�nd out for yourself where I am h�dden. Look for me!"
My self-love was p�qued, but more than that, �t had become a matter
of l�fe and death to me to understand the old man.
W�th all h�s elus�veness he was substant�al. He looked as �f he could
go on l�v�ng for a hundred years longer and st�ll rema�n the same, so
unchangeably d�d he preserve h�s ego am�d the �nstab�l�ty of the
people around h�m. The valuer had made upon me an equal
�mpress�on of steadfastness, but �t was not so pleas�ng to me. Os�p's
steadfastness was of a d�fferent k�nd; although I cannot expla�n how,
�t was more pleas�ng.
The �nstab�l�ty of human creatures �s too often brought to one's
not�ce; the�r acrobat�c leaps from one pos�t�on to another upset me. I



had long ago grown weary of be�ng surpr�sed by these �nexpl�cable
somersaults, and they had by degrees ext�ngu�shed my l�vely �nterest
�n human�ty, d�sturbed my love for �t.
One day at the beg�nn�ng of July, a rackety hackney cab came
dash�ng up to the place where we were work�ng. On the box-seat a
drunken dr�ver sat, h�ccup�ng gloom�ly. He was bearded, hatless, and
had a bru�sed l�p. Gr�gor� Sh�shl�n rolled about �n the carr�age, drunk,
wh�le a fat, red-cheeked g�rl held h�s arm. She wore a straw hat
tr�mmed w�th a red r�bbon and glass cherr�es; she had a sunshade �n
her hand, and goloshes on her bare feet. Wav�ng her sunshade,
sway�ng, she g�ggled and screamed:
"What the dev�l! The market-place �s not open; there �s no market-
place, and he br�ngs me to the market-place. L�ttle mother—"
Gr�gor�, d�shevelled and l�mp, crept out of the cab, sat on the ground
and declared to us, the spectators of the scene, w�th tears:
"I am down on my knees; I have s�nned greatly! I thought of s�n, and
I have s�nned. Eph�mushka says 'Gr�sha! Gr�sha! He speaks truly,
but you—forg�ve me; I can treat you all. He says truly, 'We l�ve once
only, and no more.'"
The g�rl burst out laugh�ng, stamped her feet, and lost her goloshes,
and the dr�ver called out gruffly:
"Let us get on farther! The horse won't stand st�ll!"
The horse, an old, worn-out jade, was covered w�th foam, and stood
as st�ll as �f �t were bur�ed. The whole scene was �rres�st�bly com�cal.
Gr�gor�'s workmen rolled about w�th laughter as they looked at the�r
master, h�s grand lady, and the bemused coachman.
The only one who d�d not laugh was Phoma, who stood at the door
of one of the shops bes�de me and muttered:
"The dev�l take the sw�ne. And he has a w�fe at home—a bee-
eaut�ful woman!"
The dr�ver kept on urg�ng them to start. The g�rl got out of the cab,
l�fted Gr�gor� up, set h�m on h�s feet, and cr�ed w�th a wave of her



sunshade:
"Go on!"
Laugh�ng good-naturedly at the�r master, and envy�ng h�m, the men
returned to the�r work at the call of Phoma. It was pla�n that �t was
repugnant to h�m to see Gr�gor� made r�d�culous.
"He calls h�mself master," he muttered. "I have not qu�te a month's
work left to do here. After that I shall go back to the country. I can't
stand th�s."
I felt vexed for Gr�gor�; that g�rl w�th the cherr�es looked so
annoy�ngly absurd bes�de h�m.
I often wondered why Gr�gor� Sh�shl�n was the master and Phoma
Tuchkov the workman. A strong, fa�r fellow, w�th curly ha�r, an
aqu�l�ne nose, and gray, clever eyes �n h�s round face, Phoma was
not l�ke a peasant. If he had been well-dressed, he m�ght have been
the son of a merchant of good fam�ly. He was gloomy, tac�turn,
bus�nessl�ke. Be�ng well educated, he kept the accounts of the
contractor, drew up the est�mates, and could set h�s comrades to
work successfully, but he worked unw�ll�ngly h�mself.
"You won't make work last forever," he sa�d calmly. He desp�sed
books.
"They can pr�nt what they l�ke, but I shall go on th�nk�ng as I l�ke," he
sa�d. "Books are all nonsense."
But he l�stened attent�vely to every one, and �f someth�ng �nterested
h�m, he would ask all the deta�ls about �t, persever�ngly, always
th�nk�ng of �t �n h�s own way, measur�ng �t by h�s own measure.
Once I told Phoma that he ought to be a contractor. He repl�ed
�ndolently:
"If �t were a quest�on of turn�ng over thousands, yes. But to worry
myself for the sake of mak�ng a few copecks, �t �s not worth wh�le.
No, I am just look�ng about; then I shall go �nto a monastery �n
Oranko. I am good-look�ng, powerful �n muscle; I may take the fancy
of some merchant's w�dow! Such th�ngs do happen. There was a
Sergatzk� boy who made h�s fortune �n two years, and marr�ed a g�rl



from these parts, from the town. He had to take an �con to her house,
and she saw h�m."
Th�s was an obsess�on w�th h�m; he knew many tales of how tak�ng
serv�ce �n a monastery had led people to an easy l�fe. I d�d not care
for these stor�es, nor d�d I l�ke the trend of Phoma's m�nd, but I felt
sure that he would go to a monastery.
When the market was opened, Phoma, to every one's surpr�se, went
as wa�ter to a tavern. I do not say that h�s mates were surpr�sed, but
they all began to treat h�m mock�ngly. On hol�days they would all go
together to dr�nk tea, say�ng to one another:
"Let us go and see our Phoma."
And when they arr�ved at the tavern they would call out:
"H�, wa�ter! Curly mop, come here!"
He would come to them and ask, w�th h�s head held h�gh:
"What can I get for you?"
"Don't you recogn�ze acqua�ntances now?"
"I never recogn�ze any one."
He felt that h�s mates desp�sed h�m and were mak�ng fun of h�m, and
he looked at them w�th dully expectant eyes. H�s face m�ght have
been made of wood, but �t seemed to say:
"Well, make haste; laugh and be done w�th �t."
"Shall we g�ve h�m a t�p?" they would ask, and after purposely
fumbl�ng �n the�r purses for a long t�me, they would g�ve h�m noth�ng
at all.
I asked Phoma how he could go out as a wa�ter when he had meant
to enter a monastery.
"I never meant to go �nto a monastery!" he repl�ed, "and I shall not
stay long as a wa�ter."
Four years later I met h�m �n Tzar�tz�n, st�ll a wa�ter �n a tavern; and
later st�ll I read �n a newspaper that Phoma Tuchkov had been



arrested for an attempted burglary.
The h�story of the mason, Ardalon, moved me deeply. He was the
eldest and best workman �n Petr's gang. Th�s black-bearded, l�ght-
hearted man of forty years also �nvoluntar�ly evoked the query, "Why
was he not the master �nstead of Petr?" He seldom drank vodka and
hardly ever drank too much; he knew h�s work thoroughly, and
worked as �f he loved �t; the br�cks seemed to fly from h�s hands l�ke
red doves. In compar�son w�th h�m, the s�ckly, lean Petr seemed an
absolutely superfluous member of the gang. He used to speak thus
of h�s work:
"I bu�ld stone houses for people, and a wooden coff�n for myself."
But Ardalon la�d h�s br�cks w�th cheerful energy as he cr�ed: "Work,
my ch�ld, for the glory of God."
And he told us all that next spr�ng he would go to Tomsk, where h�s
brother-�n-law had undertaken a large contract to bu�ld a church, and
had �nv�ted h�m to go as overseer.
"I have made up my m�nd to go. Bu�ld�ng churches �s work that I
love!" he sa�d. And he suggested to me: "Come w�th me! It �s very
easy, brother, for an educated person to get on �n S�ber�a. There,
educat�on �s a trump card!"
I agreed to h�s propos�t�on, and he cr�ed tr�umphantly:
"There! That �s bus�ness and not a joke."
Toward Petr and Gr�gor� he behaved w�th good-natured der�s�on, l�ke
a grown-up person towards ch�ldren, and he sa�d to Os�p:
"Braggarts! Each shows the other h�s cleverness, as �f they were
play�ng at cards. One says: 'My cards are all such and such a color,'
and the other says, 'And m�ne are trumps!'"
Os�p observed hes�tat�ngly:
"How could �t be otherw�se? Boast�ng �s only human; all the g�rls
walk about w�th the�r chests stuck out."
"All, yes, all. It �s God, God all the t�me. But they hoard up money
themselves!" sa�d Ardalon �mpat�ently.



"Well, Gr�sha does n't."
"I am speak�ng for myself. I would go w�th th�s God �nto the forest,
the desert. I am weary of be�ng here. In the spr�ng I shall go to
S�ber�a."
The workmen, env�ous of Ardalon, sa�d:
"If we had such a chance �n the shape of a brother-�n-law, we should
not be afra�d of S�ber�a e�ther."
And suddenly Ardalon d�sappeared. He went away from the
workshop on Sunday, and for three days no one knew where he
was.
Th�s made anx�ous conjectures.
"Perhaps he has been murdered."
"Or maybe he �s drowned."
But Eph�mushka came, and declared �n an embarrassed manner:
"He has gone on the dr�nk."
"Why do you tell such l�es?" cr�ed Petr �ncredulously.
"He has gone on the dr�nk; he �s dr�nk�ng madly. He �s just l�ke a corn
k�ln wh�ch burns from the very center. Perhaps h�s much-loved w�fe
�s dead."
"He �s a w�dower! Where �s he?"
Petr angr�ly set out to save Ardalon, but the latter fought h�m.
Then Os�p, press�ng h�s l�ps together f�rmly, thrust h�s hands �n h�s
pockets and sa�d:
"Shall I go have a look at h�m, and see what �t �s all about? He �s a
good fellow."
I attached myself to h�m.
"Here's a man," sa�d Os�p on the way, "who l�ves for years qu�te
decently, when suddenly he loses control of h�mself, and �s all over
the place. Look, Max�m�ch, and learn."



We went to one of the cheap "houses of pleasure" of Kunav�n
V�llage, and we were welcomed by a predatory old woman. Os�p
wh�spered to her, and she ushered us �nto a small empty room, dark
and d�rty, l�ke a stable. On a small bed slept, �n an abandoned
att�tude, a large, stout woman. The old woman thrust her f�st �n her
s�de and sa�d:



"Wake up, frog, wake up!"
The woman jumped up �n terror, rubb�ng her face w�th her hands,
and asked:
"Good Lord! who �s �t? What �s �t?"
"Detect�ves are here," sa�d Os�p harshly. W�th a groan the woman
d�sappeared, and he spat after her and expla�ned to me:
"They are more afra�d of detect�ves than of the dev�l."
Tak�ng a small glass from the wall, the old woman ra�sed a p�ece of
the wall-paper.
"Look! Is he the one you want?"
Os�p looked through a ch�nk �n the part�t�on. "That �s he! Get the
woman away."
I also looked through the ch�nk �nto just such a narrow stable as the
one we were �n. On the s�ll of the w�ndow, wh�ch was closely
shuttered, burned a t�n lamp, near wh�ch stood a squ�nt�ng, naked,
Tatar woman, sew�ng a chem�se. Beh�nd her, on two p�llows on the
bed, was ra�sed the bloated face of Ardalon, h�s black, tangled beard
project�ng.
The Tatar woman sh�vered, put on her chem�se, and came past the
bed, suddenly appear�ng �n our room.
Os�p looked at her and aga�n spat.
"Ugh! Shameless hussy!"
"And you are an old fool!" she repl�ed, laugh�ng, Os�p laughed too,
and shook a threaten�ng f�nger at her.
We went �nto the Tatar's stable. The old man sat on the bed at
Ardalon's feet and tr�ed for a long t�me unsuccessfully to awaken
h�m. He muttered:
"All r�ght, wa�t a b�t. We w�ll go—"
At length he awoke, gazed w�ldly at Os�p and at me, and clos�ng h�s
bloodshot eyes, murmured:



"Well, well!"
"What �s the matter w�th you?" asked Os�p gently, w�thout
reproaches, but rather sadly.
"I was dr�ven to �t," expla�ned Ardalon hoarsely, and cough�ng.
"How?"
"Ah, there were reasons."
"You were not contented, perhaps?"
"What �s the good—"
Ardalon took an open bottle of vodka from the table, and began to
dr�nk from �t. He then asked Os�p:
"Would you l�ke some? There ought to be someth�ng to eat here as
well."
The old man poured some of the sp�r�t �nto h�s mouth, swallowed �t,
frowned, and began to chew a small p�ece of bread carefully, but
muddled Ardalon sa�d drows�ly:
"So I have thrown �n my lot w�th the Tatar woman. She �s a pure
Tatar, as Eph�mushka says, young, an orphan from Kas�mov; she
was gett�ng ready for the fa�r."
From the other s�de of the wall some one sa�d �n broken Russ�an:
"Tatars are the best, l�ke young hens. Send h�m away; he �s not your
father."
"That's she," muttered Ardalon, gaz�ng stup�dly at the wall.
"I have seen her," sa�d Os�p.
Ardalon turned to me:
"That �s the sort of man I am, brother."
I expected Os�p to reproach Ardalon, to g�ve h�m a lecture wh�ch
would make h�m repent b�tterly. But noth�ng of the k�nd happened;
they sat s�de by s�de, shoulder to shoulder, and uttered calm, br�ef
words. It was melancholy to see them �n that dark, d�rty stable. The
woman called lud�crous words through the ch�nk �n the wall, but they



d�d not l�sten to them. Os�p took a walnut off the table, cracked �t
aga�nst h�s boot, and began to remove the shell neatly, as he asked:
"All your money gone?"
"There �s some w�th Petrucha."
"I say! Aren't you go�ng away? If you were to go to Tomsk, now—"
"What should I go to Tomsk for?"
"Have you changed your m�nd, then?"
"If I had been go�ng to strangers, �t would have been d�fferent."
"What do you mean?"
"But to go to my s�ster and my brother-�n-law—"
"What of �t?"
"It �s not part�cularly pleasant to beg�n aga�n w�th one's own people."
"The beg�nn�ng �s the same anywhere."
"All the same—"
They talked �n such an am�cably ser�ous ve�n that the Tatar woman
left off teas�ng them, and com�ng �nto the room, took her frock down
from the wall �n s�lence, and d�sappeared.
"She �s young," sa�d Os�p.
Ardalon glanced at h�m and w�thout annoyance repl�ed:
"Eph�mushka �s wrong-headed. He knows noth�ng, except about
women. But the Tatar woman �s joyous; she maddens us all."
"Take care; you won't be able to escape from her," Os�p warned h�m,
and hav�ng eaten the walnut, took h�s leave.
On the way back I asked Os�p:
"Why d�d you go to h�m?"
"Just to look at h�m. He �s a man I have known a long t�me. I have
seen ma-a-ny such cases. A man leads a decent l�fe, and suddenly
he behaves as �f he had just escaped from pr�son." He repeated



what he had sa�d before, "One should be on one's guard aga�nst
vodka."
But after a m�nute he added:
"But l�fe would be dull w�thout �t."
"W�thout vodka?"
"Well, yes! When you dr�nk, �t �s just as �f you were �n another world."
Ardalon never came back for good. At the end of a few days he
returned to work, but soon d�sappeared aga�n, and �n the spr�ng I
met h�m among the dock laborers; he was melt�ng the �ce round the
barges �n the harbor. We greeted each other �n fr�endly fash�on and
went to a tavern for tea, after wh�ch he boasted:
"You remember what a workman I was, eh? I tell you stra�ght, I was
an expert at my own bus�ness! I could have earned hundreds."
"However, you d�d not."
"No, I d�dn't earn them," he cr�ed proudly. "I sp�t upon work!"
He swaggered. The people �n the tavern l�stened to h�s �mpass�oned
words and were �mpressed.
"You remember what that sly th�ef Petrucha used to say about work?
For others stone houses; for h�mself a wooden coff�n! Well, that's
true of all work!"
I sa�d:
"Petrucha �s �ll. He �s afra�d of death."
But Ardalon cr�ed:
"I am �ll, too; my heart �s out of order."
On hol�days I often wandered out of the town to "M�ll�on� Street,"
where the dockers l�ved, and saw how qu�ckly Ardalon had settled
down among those uncouth ruff�ans. Only a year ago, happy and
ser�ous-m�nded, Ardalon had now become as no�sy as any of them.
He had acqu�red the�r cur�ous, shambl�ng walk, looked at people



def�antly, as �f he were �nv�t�ng every one to f�ght w�th h�m, and was
always boast�ng:
"You see how I am rece�ved; I am l�ke a ch�efta�n here!"
Never grudg�ng the money he had earned, he l�berally treated the
dockers, and �n f�ghts he always took the part of the weakest. He
often cr�ed:
"That's not fa�r, ch�ldren! You've got to f�ght fa�r!"
And so they called h�m "Fa�rplay," wh�ch del�ghted h�m.
I ardently stud�ed these people, closely packed �n that old and d�rty
sack of a street. All of them were people who had cut themselves off
from ord�nary l�fe, but they seemed to have created a l�fe of the�r
own, �ndependent of any master, and gay. Careless, audac�ous, they
rem�nded me of grandfather's stor�es about the bargemen who so
eas�ly transformed themselves �nto br�gands or herm�ts. When there
was no work, they were not squeam�sh about comm�tt�ng small thefts
from the barges and steamers, but that d�d not trouble me, for I saw
that l�fe was sewn w�th theft, l�ke an old coat w�th gray threads. At the
same t�me I saw that these people never worked w�th enthus�asm,
unspar�ng of the�r energ�es, as happened �n cases of urgency, such
as f�res, or the break�ng of the �ce. And, as a rule, they l�ved more of
a hol�day l�fe than any other people.
But Os�p, hav�ng not�ced my fr�endsh�p w�th Ardalon, warned me �n a
fatherly way:
"Look here, my boy; why th�s close fr�endsh�p w�th the folk of M�ll�on�
Street? Take care you don't do yourself harm by �t."
I told h�m as well as I could how I l�ked these people who l�ved so
ga�ly, w�thout work�ng.
"B�rds of the a�r they are!" he �nterrupted me, laugh�ng. "That's what
they are—�dle, useless people; and work �s a calam�ty to them!"
"What �s work, after all? As they say, the labors of the r�ghteous don't
procure them stone houses to l�ve �n!"



I sa�d th�s gl�bly enough. I had heard the proverb so often, and felt
the truth of �t.
But Os�p was very angry w�th me, and cr�ed:
"Who says so? Fools, �dlers! And you are a youngster; you ought not
to l�sten to such th�ngs! Oh, you—! That �s the nonsense wh�ch �s
uttered by the env�ous, the unsuccessful. Wa�t t�ll your feathers are
grown; then you can fly! And I shall tell your master about th�s
fr�endsh�p of yours."
And he d�d tell. The master spoke to me about the matter.
"You leave the M�ll�on� folk alone, Pyeshkov! They are th�eves and
prost�tutes, and from there the path leads to the pr�son and the
hosp�tal. Let them alone!"
I began to conceal my v�s�ts to M�ll�on� Street, but I soon had to g�ve
them up. One day I was s�tt�ng w�th Ardalon and h�s comrade,
Robenok, on the roof of a shed �n the yard of one of the lodg�ng-
houses. Robenok was relat�ng to us amus�ngly how he had made h�s
way on foot from Rostov, on the Don, to Moscow. He had been a
sold�er-sapper, a Geogr�vsky horseman, and he was lame. In the war
w�th Turkey he had been wounded �n the knee. Of low stature, he
had a terr�ble strength �n h�s arms, a strength wh�ch was of no prof�t
to h�m, for h�s lameness prevented h�m from work�ng. He had had an
�llness wh�ch had caused the ha�r to fall from h�s head and face; h�s
head was l�ke that of a new-born �nfant.
W�th h�s brown eyes sparkl�ng he sa�d:
"Well, at Serpoukhov I saw a pr�est s�tt�ng �n a sledge. 'Father,' I sa�d,
'g�ve someth�ng to a Turk�sh hero.'"
Ardalon shook h�s head and sa�d:
"That's a l�e!"
"Why should I l�e?" asked Robenok, not �n the least offended, and
my fr�end growled �n lazy reproof:
"You are �ncorr�g�ble! You have the chance of becom�ng a watchman
—they always put lame men to that job—and you stroll about



a�mlessly, and tell l�es."
"Well, I only do �t to make people laugh. I l�e just for the sake of
amusement."
"You ought to laugh at yourself."
In the yard, wh�ch was dark and d�rty although the weather was dry
and sunny, a woman appeared and cr�ed, wav�ng some sort of a rag
about her head:
"Who w�ll buy a pett�coat? H�, fr�ends!"
Women crept out from the h�dden places of the house and gathered
closely round the seller. I recogn�zed her at once; �t was the
laundress, Natal�a. I jumped down from the roof, but she, hav�ng
g�ven the pett�coat to the f�rst b�dder, had already qu�etly left the yard.
"How do you do?" I greeted her joyfully as I caught her at the gate.
"What next, I wonder?" she excla�med, glanc�ng at me askance, and
then she suddenly stood st�ll, cry�ng angr�ly: "God save us! What are
you do�ng here?"
Her terr�f�ed exclamat�on touched and confused me. I real�zed that
she was afra�d for me; terror and amazement were shown so pla�nly
�n her �ntell�gent face. I soon expla�ned to her that I was not l�v�ng �n
that street, but only went there somet�mes to see what there was to
see.
"See?" she cr�ed angr�ly and der�s�vely. "What sort of a place �s th�s
that you should want to see �t? It's the women you 're after."
Her face was wr�nkled, dark shadows lay under her eyes, and her
l�ps drooped feebly.
Stand�ng at the door of a tavern she sa�d:
"Come �n; I am go�ng to have some tea! You are well-dressed, not
l�ke they dress here, yet I cannot bel�eve what you say."
But �n the tavern she seemed to bel�eve me, and as she poured out
tea, she began to tell me how she had only awakened from sleep an
hour ago, and had not had anyth�ng to eat or dr�nk yet.



"And when I went to bed last n�ght I was as drunk as drunk. I can't
even remember where I had the dr�nk, or w�th whom."
I felt sorry for her, awkward �n her presence, and I wanted to ask her
where her daughter was. After she had drunk some vodka and hot
tea, she began to talk �n a fam�l�ar, l�vely way, coarsely, l�ke all the
women of that street, but when I asked about her daughter she was
sobered at once, and cr�ed:
"What do you want to know for? No, my boy, you won't get hold of
her; don't th�nk �t!"
She drank more, and then she sa�d:
"I have noth�ng to do w�th my daughter. What am I? A laundress!
What sort of a mother for her? She �s well brought up, educated.
That she �s, my brother! She left me to l�ve w�th a r�ch fr�end, as a
teacher, l�ke—"
After a s�lence she sa�d:
"That's how �t �s! The laundress does n't please you, but the street-
walker does?"
That she was a street-walker I had seen at once, of course. There
was no other k�nd of woman �n that street. But when she told me so
herself, my eyes f�lled w�th tears of shame and p�ty for her. I felt as �f
she had burned me by mak�ng that adm�ss�on,—she, who not long
ago had been so brave, �ndependent, and clever.
"Ekh! you!" she sa�d, look�ng at me and s�gh�ng. "Go away from th�s
place, I beg you! I urge you, don't come here, or you w�ll be lost!"
Then she began to speak softly and brokenly, as �f she were talk�ng
to herself, bend�ng over the table and draw�ng f�gures on the tray
w�th her f�ngers.
"But what are my entreat�es and my adv�ce to you? When my own
daughter would not l�sten to me I cr�ed to her: 'You can't throw as�de
your own mother. What are you th�nk�ng of?' And she—she sa�d, 'I
shall strangle myself!' And she went away to Kazan; she wants to
learn to be a m�dw�fe. Good—good! But what about me? You see



what I am now? What have I to cl�ng to? And so I went on the
streets."
She fell Into a s�lence, and thought for a long t�me, soundlessly
mov�ng her l�ps. It was pla�n that she had forgotten me. The corners
of her l�ps drooped; her mouth was curved l�ke a s�ckle, and �t was a
tortur�ng s�ght to see how her l�ps qu�vered, and how the waver�ng
furrows on her face spoke w�thout words. Her face was l�ke that of an
aggr�eved ch�ld. Strands of ha�r had fallen from under her
headkerch�ef, and lay on her cheek, or co�led beh�nd her small ear.
Her tears dropped �nto her cup of cold tea, and see�ng th�s, she
pushed the cup away and shut her eyes t�ghtly, squeez�ng out two
more tears. Then she w�ped her face w�th her handkerch�ef. I could
not bear to stay w�th her any longer. I rose qu�etly.
"Good-by!"
"Eh? Go—go to the dev�l!" She waved me away w�thout look�ng at
me; she had apparently forgotten who was w�th her.
I returned to Ardalon �n the yard. He had meant to come w�th me to
catch crabs, and I wanted to tell h�m about the woman. But ne�ther
he nor Robenok were on the roof of the shed; and wh�le I was
look�ng for h�m �n the d�sorderly yard, there arose from the street the
sound of one of those rows wh�ch were frequent there.
I went out through the gate and came �nto coll�s�on w�th Natal�a,
sobb�ng, w�p�ng her bru�sed face w�th her headkerch�ef. Sett�ng
stra�ght her d�sordered ha�r w�th her other hand, she went bl�ndly
along the footpath, and follow�ng her came Ardalon and Robenok.
The latter was say�ng:
"G�ve her one more; come on!"
Ardalon overtook the woman, flour�sh�ng h�s f�st. She turned her
bosom full toward h�m; her face was terr�ble; her eyes blazed w�th
hatred.
"Go on, h�t me!" she cr�ed.
I hung on to Ardalon's arm; he looked at me �n amazement.
"What's the matter w�th you?"



"Don't touch her!" I just managed to say.
He burst out laugh�ng.
"She �s your lover? A�e, that Natashka, she has devoured our l�ttle
monk."
Robenok laughed, too, hold�ng h�s s�des, and for a long t�me they
roasted me w�th the�r hot obscen�ty. It was unbearable! But wh�le
they were thus occup�ed, Natal�a went away, and I, los�ng my temper
at last, struck Robenok �n the chest w�th my head, knock�ng h�m
over, and ran away.
For a long t�me after that I d�d not go near M�ll�on� Street. But I saw
Ardalon once aga�n; I met h�m on the ferry-boat.
"Where have you been h�d�ng yourself?" he asked joyfully.
When I told h�m that �t was repuls�ve to me to remember how he had
knocked Natal�a about and obscenely �nsulted me, Ardalon laughed
good-naturedly.
"D�d you take that ser�ously? We only rubbed �t �nto you for a joke!
As for her, why shouldn't she be knocked about, a street-walker?
People beat the�r w�ves, so they are certa�nly not go�ng to have more
mercy on such as that! St�ll, �t was only a joke, the whole th�ng. I
understand, you know, that the f�st �s no good for teach�ng!"
"What have you got to teach her? How are you better than she �s?"
He put h�s hands on my shoulders and, shak�ng me, sa�d
banter�ngly:
"In our d�sgraceful state no one of us �s better than another."
Then he laughed and added boastfully:
"I understand everyth�ng from w�th�n and w�thout, brother, everyth�ng!
I am not wood!"
He was a l�ttle t�psy, at the jov�al stage; he looked at me w�th the
tender p�ty of a good master for an un�ntell�gent pup�l.
Somet�mes I met Pavl Od�ntzov. He was l�vel�er than ever, dressed
l�ke a dandy, and talked to me condescend�ngly and always



reproachfully.
"You are throw�ng yourself away on that k�nd of work! They are
noth�ng but peasants."
Then he would sadly reta�l all the latest news from the workshop.
"J�kharev �s st�ll taken up w�th that cow. S�tanov �s pla�nly frett�ng; he
has begun to dr�nk to excess. The wolves have eaten Golovev; he
was com�ng home from Sv�atka; he was drunk, and the wolves
devoured h�m." And burst�ng �nto a gay peal of laughter he com�cally
added:
"They ate h�m and they all became drunk themselves! They were
very merry and walked about the forests on the�r h�nd legs, l�ke
perform�ng dogs. Then they fell to f�ght�ng and �n twenty-fours hours
they were all dead!"
I l�stened to h�m and laughed, too, but I felt that the workshop and all
I had exper�enced �n �t was very far away from me now.
Th�s was rather a melancholy reflect�on.

CHAPTER XIX

There was hardly any work �n the market-square dur�ng the w�nter,
and �nstead I had �nnumerable tr�v�al dut�es to perform �n the house.
They swallowed up the whole day, but the even�ngs were left free.
Once more I read to the household novels wh�ch were unpalatable to
me, from the "Neva" and the "Moscow Gazette"; but at n�ght I
occup�ed myself by read�ng good books and by attempts at wr�t�ng
poetry.
One day when the women had gone out to vespers and my master
was kept at home through �nd�spos�t�on, he asked me:
"V�ctor �s mak�ng fun of you because he says you wr�te poetry,
Pyeshkov. Is that true? Well then, read �t to me!"



It would have been awkward to refuse, and I read several of my
poet�cal compos�t�ons. These ev�dently d�d not please h�m, but he
sa�d:
"St�ck to �t! St�ck to �t! You may become a Pushk�n; have you read
Pushk�n?"

"'Do the gobl�ns have funeral r�tes?
Are the w�tches g�ven �n marr�age?'"

In h�s t�me people st�ll bel�eved �n gobl�ns, but he d�d not bel�eve �n
them h�mself. Of course he was just jok�ng.
"Ye-es, brother," he drawled thoughtfully, "you ought to have been
taught, but now �t �s too late. The dev�l knows what w�ll become of
you! I should h�de that note-book of yours more carefully, for �f the
women get hold of �t, they w�ll laugh at you. Women, brother, love to
touch one on a weak spot."
For some t�me past my master had been qu�et and thoughtful; he
had a tr�ck of look�ng about h�m caut�ously, and the sound of the bell
startled h�m. Somet�mes he would g�ve way to a pa�nful �rr�tab�l�ty
about tr�fles, would scold us all, and rush out of the house, return�ng
drunk late at n�ght. One felt that someth�ng had come �nto h�s l�fe
wh�ch was known only to h�mself, wh�ch had lacerated h�s heart; and
that he was l�v�ng not sens�bly, or w�ll�ngly, but s�mply by force of
hab�t.
On Sundays from d�nner-t�me t�ll n�ne o'clock I was free to go out and
about, and the even�ngs I spent at a tavern �n Yamsk� Street. The
host, a stout and always persp�r�ng man, was pass�onately fond of
s�ng�ng, and the chor�ster's of most of the churches knew th�s, and
used to frequent h�s house. He treated them w�th vodka, beer, or tea,
for the�r songs. The chor�sters were a drunken and un�nterest�ng set
of people; they sang unw�ll�ngly, only for the sake of the hosp�tal�ty,
and almost always �t was church mus�c. As certa�n of the p�ous
drunkards d�d not cons�der that the tavern was the place for them,
the host used to �nv�te them to h�s pr�vate room, and I could only
hear the s�ng�ng through the door. But frequently peasants from the
v�llages, and art�sans came. The tavern-keeper h�mself used to go



about the town �nqu�r�ng for s�ngers, ask�ng the peasants who came
�n on market-days, and �nv�t�ng them to h�s house.
The s�nger was always g�ven a cha�r close to the bar, h�s back to a
cask of vodka; h�s head was outl�ned aga�nst the bottom of the cask
as �f �t were �n a round frame.
The best s�nger of all—and they were always part�cularly good
s�ngers—was the small, lean harness-maker, Kleshtchkov, who
looked as �f he had been squeezed, and had tufts of red ha�r on h�s
head. H�s l�ttle nose gleamed l�ke that of a corpse; h�s ben�gn,
dreamy eyes were �mmovable.
Somet�mes he closed h�s eyes, leaned the back of h�s head aga�nst
the bottom of the cask, protrud�ng h�s chest, and �n h�s soft but all-
conquer�ng tenor vo�ce sang the qu�ck mov�ng:

"Ekh! how the fog has fallen upon the clean f�elds already!
And has h�dden the d�stant roads!"

Here he would stop, and rest�ng h�s back aga�nst the bar, bend�ng
backwards, went on, w�th h�s face ra�sed toward the ce�l�ng:

"Ekh! where—where am I go�ng?
Where shall I f�nd the broad ro-oad?"

H�s vo�ce was small l�ke h�mself, but �t was unwear�ed; he permeated
the dark, dull room of the tavern w�th s�lvery chords, melancholy
words. H�s groans and cr�es conquered every one; even the drunken
ones became amazedly surpr�sed, gaz�ng down �n s�lence at the
tables �n front of them. As for me, my heart was torn, and overflowed
w�th those m�ghty feel�ngs wh�ch good mus�c always arouses as �t
m�raculously touches the very depths of the soul.
It was as qu�et �n the tavern as �n a church, and the s�nger seemed
l�ke a good pr�est, who d�d not preach, but w�th all h�s soul, and
honestly, prayed for the whole human fam�ly, th�nk�ng aloud, as �t
were, of all the gr�evous calam�t�es wh�ch beset human l�fe. Bearded
men gazed upon h�m; ch�ldl�ke eyes bl�nked �n f�erce, w�ld faces; at
moments some one s�ghed, and th�s seemed to emphas�ze the
tr�umphant power of the mus�c. At such t�mes �t always seemed to



me that the l�ves led by most people were unreal and mean�ngless,
and that the real�ty of l�fe lay here.
In the corner sat the fat-faced old-clothes dealer, Lu�ssukha, a
repuls�ve female, a shameless, loose woman. She h�d her head on
her fat shoulder and wept, furt�vely w�p�ng the tears from her bold
eyes. Not far from her sat the gloomy chor�ster, M�tropolsk�, a h�rsute
young fellow who looked l�ke a degraded deacon, w�th great eyes set
�n h�s drunken face. He gazed �nto the glass of vodka placed before
h�m, took �t up, and ra�sed �t to h�s mouth, and then set �t down aga�n
on the table, carefully and no�selessly. For some reason he could not
dr�nk.
And all the people �n the tavern seemed to be glued to the�r places,
as �f they were l�sten�ng to someth�ng long forgotten, but once dear
and near to them.
When Kleshtchkov, hav�ng f�n�shed h�s song, modestly sank down �n
the cha�r, the tavern-keeper, g�v�ng h�m a glass of w�ne, would say
w�th a sm�le of sat�sfact�on:
"Well, that was very good, sure! Although you can hardly be sa�d to
s�ng, so much as to rec�te! However, you are a master of �t, whatever
they say! No one could say otherw�se."
Kleshtchkov, dr�nk�ng h�s vodka w�thout haste, coughed carefully and
sa�d qu�etly:
"Any one can s�ng �f he has a vo�ce, but to show what k�nd of soul
the song conta�ns �s only g�ven to me."
"Well, you need n't boast, anyhow."
"He who has noth�ng to boast about, does not boast," sa�d the s�nger
as qu�etly but more f�rmly than before.
"You are conce�ted, Kleshtchkov!" excla�med the host, annoyed.
"One can't be more conce�ted than one's consc�ence allows."
And from the corner the gloomy M�tropolsk� roared:
"What do you know about the s�ng�ng of th�s fallen angel, you worms,
you d�rt!"



He always opposed every one, argued w�th every one, brought
accusat�ons aga�nst every one; and almost every Sunday he was
cruelly pun�shed for th�s by one of the s�ngers, or whoever else had a
m�nd for the bus�ness.
The tavern-keeper loved Kleshtchkov's s�ng�ng, but he could not
endure the s�nger. He used to compla�n about h�m, and obv�ously
sought occas�ons to hum�l�ate h�m and to make h�m r�d�culous. Th�s
fact was known to the frequenters of the tavern and to Kleshtchkov
h�mself.
"He �s a good s�nger, but he �s proud; he wants tak�ng down," he
sa�d, and several guests agreed w�th h�m.
"That's true; he's a conce�ted fellow!"
"What's he got to be conce�ted about? H�s vo�ce? That comes from
God; he has noth�ng to do w�th �t! And he hasn't a very powerful
vo�ce, has he?" the tavern-keeper pers�sted.
H�s aud�ence agreed w�th h�m.
"True, �t �s not so much h�s vo�ce as h�s �ntell�gence."
One day after the s�nger had refreshed h�mself and gone away, the
tavern-keeper tr�ed to persuade Lu�ssukha.
"Why don't you amuse yourself w�th Kleshtchkov for a b�t, Mar�e
Evdok�mova; you'd shake h�m up, wouldn't you? What would you
want for �t?"
"If I were younger," she sa�d w�th a laugh.
The tavern-keeper cr�ed loudly and warmly:
"What can the young ones do? But you—you w�ll get hold of h�m! We
shall see h�m danc�ng round you! When he �s bowed down by gr�ef
he w�ll be able to s�ng, won't he? Take h�m �n hand, Evdok�mova, and
do me a favor, w�ll you?"
But she would not do �t. Large and fat, she lowered her eyes and
played w�th the fr�nge of the handkerch�ef wh�ch covered her bosom,
as she sa�d �n a monotonous, lazy drawl:



"It's a young person that �s needed here. If I were younger, well, I
would not th�nk tw�ce about �t."
Almost every n�ght the tavern-keeper tr�ed to make Kleshtchkov
drunk, but the latter, after two or three songs and a glassful after
each, would carefully wrap up h�s throat w�th a kn�tted scarf, draw h�s
cap well over h�s tufted head, and depart.
The tavern-keeper often tr�ed to f�nd a r�val for Kleshtchkov. The
harness-maker would s�ng a song and then the host, after pra�s�ng
h�m, would say:
"Here �s another s�nger. Come along now, show what you can do!"
Somet�mes the s�nger had a good vo�ce, but I do not remember an
occas�on on wh�ch any of Kleshtchkov's r�vals sang so s�mply and
soulfully as that l�ttle conce�ted harness-maker.
"M—yes," sa�d the tavern-keeper, not w�thout regret, "�t's good,
certa�nly! The ch�ef th�ng �s that �t �s a vo�ce, but there's no soul �n �t."
The guests teased h�m:
"No, you can't better the harness-maker, you see!"
And Kleshtchkov, look�ng at them all from under h�s red, tufted
eyebrows, sa�d to the tavern-keeper calmly and pol�tely:
"You waste your t�me. You w�ll never f�nd a s�nger w�th my g�fts to set
up �n oppos�t�on to me; my g�ft �s from God."
"We are all from God!"
"You may ru�n yourself by the dr�nk you g�ve, but you 'll never f�nd
one."
The tavern-keeper turned purple and muttered: "How do we know?
How do we know?"
But Kleshtchkov po�nted out to h�m f�rmly:
"Aga�n I tell you th�s �s s�ng�ng, not a cock-f�ght."
"I know that! Why do you keep harp�ng on �t?"



"I am not harp�ng on �t; I am s�mply po�nt�ng out someth�ng to you. If
a song �s noth�ng but a d�vers�on, �t comes from the dev�l!"
"All r�ght! You'd better s�ng aga�n."
"I can always s�ng, even �n my sleep," agreed Kleshtchkov, and
carefully clear�ng h�s throat he began to s�ng.
And all nonsense, trashy talk, and amb�t�ons van�shed �nto smoke as
by a m�racle; the refresh�ng streams of a d�fferent l�fe, reflect�ve,
pure, full of love and sadness, flowed over us all.
I env�ed that man, env�ed �ntensely h�s talent and h�s power over
people. The way he took advantage of th�s power was so wonderful!
I wanted to make the acqua�ntance of the harness-maker, to hold a
long conversat�on w�th h�m, but I could not summon up courage to go
to h�m.
Kleshtchkov had such a strange way of look�ng at everybody w�th h�s
pale eyes, as �f he could not see any one �n front of h�m. But there
was someth�ng about h�m wh�ch offended me and prevented me
from l�k�ng h�m; and I wanted to l�ke h�m for h�mself, not only when he
was s�ng�ng. It was unpleasant to see h�m pull h�s cap over h�s head,
l�ke an old man, and swathe h�s neck, just for show, �n that red,
kn�tted scarf of wh�ch he sa�d:
"My l�ttle one kn�tted th�s; my only l�ttle g�rl."
When he was not s�ng�ng he pouted �mportantly, rubbed h�s dead,
frozen nose w�th h�s f�ngers, and answered quest�ons �n
monosyllables, and unw�ll�ngly. When I approached h�m and asked
h�m someth�ng, he looked at me and sa�d:
"Go away, lad!"
I much preferred the chor�ster, M�tropolsk�. When he appeared �n the
tavern, he would walk �nto h�s corner w�th the ga�t of a man carry�ng
a heavy load, move a cha�r away w�th the toe of h�s boot, and s�t
down w�th h�s elbows on the table, rest�ng h�s large shaggy head on
h�s hands. After he had drunk two or three glasses �n s�lence, he
would utter a resound�ng cry. Every one would start and look towards



h�m, but w�th h�s ch�n �n h�s hands he gazed at them def�antly, h�s
mane of unbrushed ha�r w�ldly surround�ng h�s puffy, sallow face.
"What are you look�ng at? What do you see?" he would ask w�th
sudden pass�on.
Somet�mes they repl�ed:
"We are look�ng at a werwolf."
There were even�ngs on wh�ch he drank �n s�lence, and �n s�lence
departed, heav�ly dragg�ng h�s feet. Several t�mes I heard h�m
denounce people, play�ng the prophet:
"I am the �ncorrupt�ble servant of my God, and I denounce you.
Behold Isa�ah! Woe to the town of Ar�el. Come, ye w�cked, and ye
rogues, and all k�nds of dark monstros�t�es l�v�ng �n the m�re of your
own base des�res! Woe to the sh�ps of th�s world, for they carry lewd
people on the�r s�nful way. I know you, drunkards, gluttons, dregs of
th�s world; there �s no t�me appo�nted for you. Accursed ones, the
very earth refuses to rece�ve you �nto her womb!"
H�s vo�ce resounded so that the w�ndow-panes shook, wh�ch
del�ghted h�s aud�ence. They pra�sed the prophet:
"He barks f�nely, the shaggy cur!"
It was easy to become acqua�nted w�th h�m; �t cost no more than to
offer h�m hosp�tal�ty; he requ�red a decanter of vodka and a port�on of
ox l�ver. When I asked h�m to tell me what k�nd of books one ought to
read, he answered me w�th stubborn feroc�ty by another quest�on:
"Why read at all?"
But moll�f�ed by my confus�on, he added �n r�ng�ng tones:
"Have you read Eccles�astes?"
"Yes."
"Read Eccles�astes. You need noth�ng more. There �s all the w�sdom
of the world, only there are sheep who do not understand �t; that �s to
say, no one understands �t. Can you s�ng at all?"
"No."



"Why? You ought to s�ng. It �s the most r�d�culous way of pass�ng
t�me."
Some one asked h�m from an adjacent table:
"But you s�ng yourself?"
"Yes; but I am a vagrant. Well?"
"Noth�ng."
"That �s noth�ng new. Every one knows that there �s noth�ng �n that
blockhead of yours, and there never w�ll be anyth�ng. Amen!"
In th�s tone he was �n the hab�t of speak�ng to me and to every one
else, although after the second or th�rd t�me of my treat�ng h�m, he
began to be more gentle w�th me. One day he actually sa�d w�th a
shade of surpr�se:
"I look at you and I cannot make out what you are, who are you, or
why you are! But whatever you are, may the dev�l take you!"
He behaved �n an �ncomprehens�ble manner to Kleshtchkov. He
l�stened to h�m w�th man�fest enjoyment somet�mes even w�th a
ben�gn sm�le, but he would not make closer acqua�ntance w�th h�m,
and spoke about h�m coarsely and contemptuously.
"That barber's block! He knows how to breathe, he understands what
to s�ng about, but for the rest, he �s an ass."
"Why?"
"L�ke all h�s k�nd."
I should have l�ked to talk w�th h�m when he was sober, but when
sober he only bellowed, and looked upon all the world w�th m�sty, dull
eyes. I learned from some one that th�s permanently �nebr�ated man
had stud�ed �n the Kazan Academy, and m�ght have become a
prelate. I d�d not bel�eve th�s. But one day when I was tell�ng h�m
about myself, I recalled the name of the b�shop, Chr�sanph. He
tossed h�s head and sa�d:
"Chr�sanph? I know h�m. He was my tutor and benefactor. At Kazan,
�n the academy, I remember! Chr�sanph means 'golden flower.' Yes,



that was a true say�ng of Pavm Beru�nd. Yes, he was a flower of
gold, Chr�sanph!"
"And who �s Pavm Beru�nd?" I added, but M�tropolsk� repl�ed shortly:
"That �s none of your bus�ness."
When I reached home I wrote �n my note-book, "I must read the
works of Pavm Beru�nd." I felt, somehow, that I should f�nd there�n
the answers to many quest�ons wh�ch perplexed me.
The s�nger was very fond of us�ng names wh�ch were unknown to
me, and cur�ously co�ned words. Th�s �rr�tated me greatly.
"L�fe �s not an�so," he sa�d.
"What �s an�so?" I asked.
"Someth�ng advantageous to you," he answered, and my perplex�ty
amused h�m.
These l�ttle say�ngs, and the fact that he had stud�ed �n the academy,
led me to th�nk that he knew a great deal, and I was offended w�th
h�m for not speak�ng of h�s knowledge, or �f he d�d allude to �t, be�ng
so un�ntell�g�ble. Or was �t that I had no r�ght to ask h�m? However,
he left an �mpress�on on my m�nd. I l�ked the drunken boldness of h�s
denunc�at�ons, wh�ch were modelled on those of the prophet Isa�as.
"Oh, unclean and v�le ones of earth!" he roared, "the worst among
you are famous, and the best are persecuted. The day of judgment
draws n�gh. You w�ll repent then, but �t w�ll be too late, too late!"
As I l�stened to h�s roar, I remembered "Good Bus�ness," the
laundress Natal�a, ru�ned so h�deously and eas�ly, Queen Margot,
wrapped �n a cloud of d�rty scandal. I already had some memor�es!
My br�ef acqua�ntance w�th th�s man f�n�shed cur�ously.
I met h�m �n the spr�ng, �n the f�elds near the camp. He was walk�ng
l�ke a camel, mov�ng h�s head from s�de to s�de, sol�tary, bloated-
look�ng.
"Go�ng for a walk?" he asked hoarsely. "Let us go together. I also am
tak�ng a walk. I am �ll, Brother; yes."



We walked some yards w�thout speak�ng, when suddenly we saw a
man �n a p�t wh�ch had been made under a tent. He was s�tt�ng �n the
bottom of the p�t, lean�ng on one s�de, h�s shoulder rest�ng aga�nst
the s�de of the trench. H�s coat was drawn up on one s�de above h�s
ear, as �f he had been try�ng to take �t off and had not succeeded.
"Drunk," dec�ded the s�nger, com�ng to a standst�ll.
But on the young grass under the man's arm lay a large revolver, not
far from h�m lay a cap, and bes�de �t stood a bottle of vodka, hardly
begun. Its empty neck was bur�ed �n the long grass. The face of the
man was h�dden by h�s overcoat, as �f he were ashamed.
For a moment we stood �n s�lence. Then M�tropolsk�, plant�ng h�s feet
w�de apart, sa�d:
"He has shot h�mself."
Then I understood that the man was not drunk, but dead, but �t came
upon me so suddenly that I could not bel�eve �t. I remember that I felt
ne�ther fear nor p�ty as I looked at that large, smooth skull, v�s�ble
above the overcoat, and on that l�v�d ear. I could not bel�eve that a
man would k�ll h�mself on such a pleasant spr�ng day.
The s�nger rubbed h�s unshaven cheeks w�th h�s hand, as �f he were
cold, and sa�d hoarsely:
"He �s an old�sh man. Perhaps h�s w�fe has left h�m, or he has made
off w�th money not belong�ng to h�m."
He sent me �nto the town to fetch the pol�ce, and h�mself sat down on
the edge of the p�t, lett�ng h�s feet hang over, wrapp�ng h�s worn
overcoat closely round h�m. Hav�ng �nformed the pol�ce of the
su�c�de, I ran back qu�ckly, but �n the meant�me the chor�ster had
drunk the dead man's vodka, and came to meet me, wav�ng the
empty bottle.
"Th�s �s what ru�ned h�m," he cr�ed, and fur�ously dash�ng the bottle
to the ground, smashed �t to atoms.
The town constable had followed me. He looked �nto the p�t, took off
h�s hat, and cross�ng h�mself �ndec�s�vely, asked the s�nger:



"Who may you be?"
"That �s not your bus�ness."
The pol�ceman reflected, and then asked more pol�tely:
"What account do you g�ve of yourself, then? Here �s a dead man,
and here are you, drunk!"
"I have been drunk for twenty years!" sa�d the s�nger proudly, str�k�ng
h�s chest w�th the palm of h�s hand.
I felt sure that they would arrest h�m for dr�nk�ng the vodka. People
came rush�ng from the town; a severe-look�ng pol�ce �nspector cart�e
�n a cab, descended �nto the p�t, and, l�ft�ng as�de the overcoat of the
su�c�de, looked �nto h�s face.
"Who saw h�m f�rst?"
"I," sa�d M�tropolsk�.
The �nspector looked at h�m and drawled om�nously:
"A-ah! Congratulat�ons, my lord!"
S�ghtseers began to gather round; there were a dozen or so of
people. Pant�ng, exc�ted, they surrounded the p�t and looked down
�nto �t, and one of them cr�ed:
"It �s a ch�novn�k who l�ves �n our street; I know h�m!"
The s�nger, sway�ng, w�th h�s cap off, stood before the �nspector, and
argued w�th h�m �nart�culately, shout�ng someth�ng �nd�st�nctly. Then
the �nspector struck h�m �n the chest. He reeled and sat down, and
the pol�ceman w�thout haste took some str�ng from h�s pocket and
bound the hands of the s�nger. He folded them meekly beh�nd h�s
back, as �f he were used to th�s procedure. Then the �nspector began
to shout angr�ly to the crowd:
"Be off, now!"
After th�s there came another, older pol�ceman, w�th mo�st, red eyes,
h�s mouth hang�ng open from wear�ness, and he took hold of the end
of the cord w�th wh�ch the s�nger was bound, and gently led h�m �nto



the town. I also went away dejected from the f�eld. Through my
memory, l�ke a dull echo, rang the aveng�ng words:
"Woe to the town Ar�el!"
And before my eyes rose that depress�ng spectacle of the pol�ceman
slowly draw�ng the str�ng from the pocket of h�s ulster, and the awe-
�nsp�r�ng prophet meekly fold�ng h�s red, ha�ry hands beh�nd h�s
back, and cross�ng h�s wr�sts as �f he were used to �t.
I soon heard that the prophet had been sent out of the town. And
after h�m, Kleshtchkov d�sappeared; he had marr�ed well, and had
gone to l�ve �n a d�str�ct where a harness-maker's workshop had
been opened.
I had pra�sed h�s s�ng�ng so warmly to my master that he sa�d one
day:
"I must go and hear h�m!"
And so one n�ght he sat at a l�ttle table oppos�te to me, ra�s�ng h�s
brows �n aston�shment, h�s eyes w�de open.
On the way to the tavern he had made fun of me, and dur�ng the f�rst
part of the t�me he was �n the tavern, he was ra�l�ng at me, at the
people there, and at the stuffy smell of the place. When the harness-
maker began to s�ng he sm�led der�s�vely, and began to pour h�mself
a glass of beer, but he stopped half-way, say�ng:
"Who the dev�l—?"
H�s hand trembled; he set the bottle down gently, and began to l�sten
w�th �ntentness.
"Ye-es, Brother," he sa�d w�th a s�gh, when Kleshtchkov had f�n�shed
s�ng�ng, "he can s�ng! The dev�l take h�m! He has even made the a�r
hot."
The harness-maker sang aga�n, w�th h�s head back, gaz�ng up at the
ce�l�ng:

"On the road from the flour�sh�ng v�llage
A young g�rl came over the dewy f�elds."



"He can s�ng," muttered my master, shak�ng h�s head and sm�l�ng.
And Kleshtchkov poured forth h�s song, clear as the mus�c of a reed:

"And the beaut�ful ma�den answered h�m:
'An orphan am I, no one wants me.'"

"Good!" wh�spered my master, bl�nk�ng h�s redden�ng eyes. "Phew! �t
�s dev�l�sh good!"
I looked at h�m and rejo�ced, and the sobb�ng words of the song
conquered the no�se of the tavern, sounded more powerful, more
beaut�ful, more touch�ng every moment.

I l�ve sol�tary �n our v�llage.
A young g�rl am I; they never ask me out.
O�e, poor am I, my dress �t �s not f�ne;
I am not f�t, I know, for a brave young man.
A w�dower would marry me to do h�s work;
I do not w�sh to bow myself to such a fate.

My master wept und�sgu�sedly; he sat w�th h�s head bent; h�s
prom�nent nose tw�tched, and tears splashed on h�s knees. After the
th�rd song, ag�tated and d�shevelled, he sa�d:
"I can't s�t here any longer; I shall be st�fled w�th these odors. Let us
go home."
But when we were �n the street he sa�d:
"Come along, Pyeshkov, let us go to a restaurant and have
someth�ng to eat. I don't want to go home!"
He ha�led a sledge, w�thout haggl�ng about the charge, and sa�d
noth�ng wh�le we were on the way, but �n the restaurant, after tak�ng
a table �n a corner, he began at once �n an undertone, look�ng about
h�m the wh�le, to compla�n angr�ly.
"He has thoroughly upset me, that goat; to such a state of
melancholy he has dr�ven me! Here you are—you read and th�nk
about th�ngs—just tell me now, what the dev�l �s the use of �t all? One
l�ves; forty years pass by; one has a w�fe and ch�ldren, and no one to
talk to! There are t�mes when I want to unburden my soul, to talk to



some one about all sorts of th�ngs, but there �s no one I can talk to. I
can't talk to my w�fe; I have noth�ng �n common w�th her. What �s she,
after all? She has her ch�ldren and the house; that's her bus�ness.
She �s a stranger to my soul. A w�fe �s your fr�end t�ll the f�rst ch�ld
comes. In fact, she �s—on the whole—Well, you can see for yourself
she does not dance to my p�p�ng. Flesh w�thout sp�r�t, the dev�l take
you! It �s a gr�ef to me, Brother."
He drank the cold, b�tter beer fever�shly, was s�lent for a t�me, ruffl�ng
h�s long ha�r, and then he went on:
"Human creatures are r�ff-raff for the most part, Brother! There you
are, for �nstance, talk�ng to the workmen. Oh yes, I understand there
�s a lot of tr�ckery, and baseness; �t �s true, Brother; they are th�eves
all of them! But do you th�nk that what you say makes any d�fference
to them! Not an atom! No! They are all—Petr, Os�p as well—rogues!
They speak about me, and you speak for me, and all—what �s the
use of �t, Brother?"
I was dumb from sheer amazement.
"That's �t!" sa�d my master, sm�l�ng. "You were r�ght to th�nk of go�ng
to Pers�a. There you would understand noth�ng; �t �s a fore�gn
language they speak there! But �n your own language you 'll hear
noth�ng but baseness!"
"Has Os�p been tell�ng you about me?" I asked.
"Well, yes! But what d�d you expect? He talks more than any of
them; he �s a goss�p. He �s a sly creature, Brother! No, Pyeshkov,
words don't touch them. Am I not r�ght? And what the dev�l �s the use
of �t? And what the dev�l d�fference does �t make? None! It �s l�ke
snow �n the autumn, fall�ng �n the mud and melt�ng. It only makes
more mud. You had far better hold your tongue."
He drank glass after glass of beer. He d�d not get drunk, but he
talked more and more qu�ckly and f�ercely.
"The proverb says, 'Speech �s s�lver, s�lence �s golden.' Ekh, Brother,
�t �s all sorrow, sorrow! He sang truly, 'Sol�tary I l�ve �n our v�llage.'
Human l�fe �s all lonel�ness."



He glanced round, lowered h�s vo�ce, and cont�nued:
"And I had found a fr�end after my own heart. There was a woman
who happened to be alone, as good as a w�dow; her husband had
been condemned to S�ber�a for co�n�ng money, and was �n pr�son
there. I became acqua�nted w�th her; she was penn�less; �t was that,
you know, wh�ch led to our acqua�ntance. I looked at her and
thought, 'What a n�ce l�ttle person!' Pretty, you know, young, s�mply
wonderful. I saw her once or tw�ce, and then I sa�d to her: 'Your
husband �s a rogue. You are not l�v�ng honestly yourself. Why do you
want to go to S�ber�a after h�m?' But she would follow h�m �nto ex�le.
She sa�d to me: 'Whatever he �s, I love h�m; he �s good to me! It may
be that �t was for me he s�nned. I have s�nned w�th you. For' h�s
sake,' she sa�d, 'I had to have money; he �s a gentleman and
accustomed to l�ve well. If I had been s�ngle,' she sa�d, 'I should have
l�ved honorably. You are a good man, too,' she sa�d, 'and I l�ke you
very much, but don't talk to me about th�s aga�n.' The dev�l! I gave
her all I had—e�ghty rubles or thereabouts—and I sa�d: 'You must
pardon me, but I cannot see you any more. I cannot!' And I left her—
and that's how—"
He was s�lent, and then he suddenly became drunk. He sank �nto a
huddled-up heap and muttered:
"S�x t�mes I went to see her. You can't understand what �t was l�ke! I
m�ght have gone to her flat s�x more t�mes, but I could not make up
my m�nd to �t. I could not! Now she has gone away."
He la�d h�s hands on the table, and �n a wh�sper, mov�ng h�s f�ngers,
sa�d:
"God grant I never meet her aga�n! God grant �t! Then �t would be
go�ng to the dev�l! Let us go home. Come!"
We went. He staggered along, mutter�ng:
"That's how �t �s, Brother."
I was not surpr�sed by the story he had told me; I had long ago
guessed that someth�ng unusual had happened to h�m. But I was
greatly depressed by what he had sa�d about l�fe, and more by what
he had sa�d about Os�p.



CHAPTER XX

I l�ved three years as overseer �n that dead town, am�d empty
bu�ld�ngs, watch�ng the workmen pull down clumsy stone shops �n
the autumn, and rebu�ld them �n the same way �n the spr�ng.
The master took great care that I should earn h�s f�ve rubles. If the
floor of a shop had to be la�d aga�n, I had to remove earth from the
whole area to the depth of one arsh�n. The dock laborers were pa�d a
ruble for th�s work, but I rece�ved noth�ng; and wh�le I was thus
occup�ed, I had no t�me to look after the carpenters, who unscrewed
the locks and handles from the doors and comm�tted petty thefts of
all k�nds.
Both the workmen and the contractors tr�ed �n every way to cheat
me, to steal someth�ng, and they d�d �t almost openly, as �f they were
perform�ng an unpleasant duty; were not �n the least �nd�gnant when
I accused them, but were merely amazed.
"You make as much fuss over f�ve rubles as you would over twenty.
It �s funny to hear you!"
I po�nted out to my master that, wh�le he saved one ruble by my
labor, he lost ten t�mes more �n th�s way, but he merely bl�nked at me
and sa�d:
"That w�ll do! You are mak�ng that up!"
I understood that he suspected me of conn�v�ng at the thefts, wh�ch
aroused �n me a feel�ng of repuls�on towards h�m, but I was not
offended. In that class of l�fe they all steal, and even the master l�ked
to take what d�d not belong to h�m.
When, after the fa�r, he looked �nto one of the shops wh�ch he was to
rebu�ld, and saw a forgotten samovar, a p�ece of crockery, a carpet,
or a pa�r of sc�ssors wh�ch had been forgotten, even somet�mes a
case, or some merchand�se, my master would say, sm�l�ng:
"Make a l�st of the th�ngs and take them all to the store-room."



And he would take them home w�th h�m from the store-room, tell�ng
me somet�mes to cross them off the l�st.
I d�d not love "th�ngs"; I had no des�re to possess them; even books
were an embarrassment to me. I had none of my own, save the l�ttle
volumes of Béranger and the songs of He�ne. I should have l�ked to
obta�n Pushk�n, but the book-dealer �n the town was an ev�l old man,
who asked a great deal too much for Pushk�n's works. The furn�ture,
carpets, and m�rrors, wh�ch bulked so largely �n my master's house,
gave me no pleasure, �rr�tated me by the�r melancholy clums�ness
and smell of pa�nt and lacquer. Most of all I d�sl�ked the m�stress's
room, wh�ch rem�nded me of a trunk packed w�th all k�nds of useless,
superfluous objects. And I was d�sgusted w�th my master for br�ng�ng
home other people's th�ngs from the storehouse. Queen Margot's
rooms had been cramped too, but they were beaut�ful �n sp�te of �t.
L�fe, on the whole, seemed to me to be a d�sconnected, absurd
affa�r; there was too much of the obv�ously stup�d about �t. Here we
were bu�ld�ng shops wh�ch the floods �nundated �n the spr�ng,
soak�ng through the floors, mak�ng the outer doors hang crooked.
When the waters subs�ded the jo�sts had begun to rot. Annually the
water had overflowed the market-place for the last ten years, spo�l�ng
the bu�ld�ngs and the br�dges. These yearly floods d�d enormous
damage, and yet they all knew that the waters would not be d�verted
of themselves.
Each spr�ng the break�ng of the �ce cut up the barges, and dozens of
small vessels. The people groaned and bu�lt new ones, wh�ch the �ce
aga�n broke. It was l�ke a r�d�culous treadm�ll whereon one rema�ns
always �n the same place. I asked Os�p about �t. He looked amazed,
and then laughed.
"Oh, you heron! What a young heron he �s! What �s �t to do w�th you
at all? What �s �t to you, eh?"
But then he spoke more gravely, although he could not ext�ngu�sh
the l�ght of merr�ment �n h�s pale blue eyes, wh�ch had a clearness
not belong�ng to old age.



"That's a very �ntell�gent observat�on! Let us suppose that the affa�r
does not concern you; all the same �t may be worth someth�ng to you
to understand �t. Take th�s case, for example—"
And he related �n a dry speech, �nterspersed lav�shly w�th qua�nt
say�ngs, unusual compar�sons, and all k�nds of drollery:
"Here �s a case where people are to be p�t�ed; they have only a l�ttle
land, and �n the spr�ngt�me the Volga overflows �ts banks, carr�es
away the earth, and lays �t upon �ts own sand-banks. Then others
compla�n that the bed of the Volga �s choked up. The spr�ngt�me
streams and summer ra�ns tear up the gulleys, and aga�n earth �s
carr�ed away to the r�ver."
He spoke w�thout e�ther p�ty or mal�ce, but as �f he enjoyed h�s
knowledge of the m�ser�es of l�fe, and although h�s words were �n
agreement w�th my own �deas, yet �t was unpleasant to l�sten to
them.
"Take another �nstance; f�res."
I don't th�nk I can remember a summer when the forests beyond the
Volga d�d not catch f�re. Every July the sky was clouded by a muddy
yellow smoke; the leaden sun, all �ts br�ghtness gone, looked down
on the earth l�ke a bad eye.
"As for forests, who cares about them?" sa�d Os�p. "They all belong
to the nobles, or the crown; the peasants don't own them. And �f
towns catch f�re, that �s not a very ser�ous bus�ness e�ther. R�ch
people l�ve �n towns; they are not to be p�t�ed. But take the v�llages.
How many v�llages are burned down every summer? Not less than a
hundred, I should th�nk; that's a ser�ous loss!"
He laughed softly.
"Some people have property and don't know how to manage �t, and
between ourselves, a man has to work not so much on h�s own
behalf, or on the land, as aga�nst f�re and water."
"Why do you laugh?"
"Why not? You won't put a f�re out w�th your tears, nor w�ll they make
the floods more m�ghty."



I knew that th�s handsome old man was more clever than any one I
had met; but what were h�s real sympath�es and ant�path�es? I was
th�nk�ng about th�s all the t�me he was add�ng h�s l�ttle dry say�ngs to
my store.
"Look round you, and see how l�ttle people preserve the�r own, or
other people's strength. How your master squanders yours! And how
much does water cost �n a v�llage? Reflect a l�ttle; �t �s better than
any cleverness wh�ch comes from learn�ng. If a peasant's hut �s
burned, another one can be put up �n �ts place, but when a worthy
peasant loses h�s s�ght, you can't set that r�ght! Look at Ardalon, for
example, or Gr�sha; see how a man can break out! A fool�sh fellow,
the f�rst, but Gr�sha �s a man of understand�ng. He smokes l�ke a
hayr�ck. Women attacked h�m, as worms attack a murdered man �n a
wood."
I asked h�m w�thout anger, merely out of cur�os�ty:
"Why d�d you go and tell the master about my �deas?"
He answered calmly, even k�ndly:
"So that he m�ght know what harmful �deas you have. It was
necessary, �n order that he may teach you better ones. Who should
teach you, �f not he? I d�d not speak to h�m out of mal�ce, but out of
p�ty for you. You are not a stup�d lad, but the dev�l �s rack�ng your
bra�n. If I had caught you steal�ng, or runn�ng after the g�rls, or
dr�nk�ng, I should have held my tongue. But I shall always repeat all
your w�ld talk to the master; so now you know."
"I won't talk to you, then!"
He was s�lent, scratch�ng the res�n off h�s hands w�th h�s na�ls. Then
he looked at me w�th an express�on of affect�on and sa�d:
"That you w�ll! To whom else w�ll you talk? There �s no one else."
Clean and neat, Os�p at t�mes rem�nded me of the stoker, Yaakov,
absolutely �nd�fferent to every one. Somet�mes he rem�nded me of
the valuer, Petr Vass�l�ev, somet�mes of the drayman, Petr;
occas�onally he revealed a tra�t wh�ch was l�ke grandfather. In one
way or another he was l�ke all the old men I had known. They were



all amaz�ngly �nterest�ng old men, but I felt that �t was �mposs�ble to
l�ve w�th them; �t would be oppress�ve and repuls�ve. They had
corroded the�r own hearts, as �t were; the�r clever speeches h�d
hearts red w�th rust. Was Os�p good-hearted? No. Malevolent? Also
no. That he was clever was all that was clear to me. But wh�le �t
astounded me by �ts pl�ab�l�ty, that �ntell�gence of h�s deadened me,
and the end of �t was that I felt he was �n�m�cal to me �n all k�nds of
ways.
In my heart seethed the black thoughts:
"All human creatures are strangers to one another desp�te the�r
sweet words and sm�les. And more; we are all strangers on the
earth, too; no one seems to be bound to �t by a powerful feel�ng of
love. Grandmother alone loved to be al�ve, and loved all creatures—
grandmother and grac�ous Queen Margot.
Somet�mes these and s�m�lar thoughts �ncreased the dens�ty of the
dark fog around me. L�fe had become suffocat�ng and oppress�ve;
but how could I l�ve a d�fferent l�fe? Wh�ther could I go? I had no one
to talk to, even, except Os�p, and I talked to h�m more and more
often. He l�stened to my heated babbl�ng w�th ev�dent �nterest, asked
me quest�ons, drove home a po�nt, and sa�d calmly:
"The pers�stent woodpecker �s not terr�ble; no one �s afra�d of h�m.
But w�th all my heart I adv�se you to go �nto a monastery and l�ve
there t�ll you are grown up. You w�ll have ed�fy�ng conversat�ons w�th
holy men to console you, you w�ll be at peace, and you w�ll be a
source of revenue to the monks. That's my s�ncere adv�ce to you. It
�s ev�dent that you are not f�t for worldly bus�ness."
I had no des�re to enter a monastery, but I felt that I was be�ng
entangled and bew�ldered �n the enchanted c�rcle, of the
�ncomprehens�ble. I was m�serable. L�fe for me was l�ke a forest �n
autumn. The mushrooms had come and gone, there was noth�ng to
do �n the empty forest, and I seemed to know all there was to know
�n �t.
I d�d not dr�nk vodka, and I had noth�ng to do w�th g�rls; books took
the place of these two forms of �ntox�cat�on for me. But the more I



read, the harder �t was for me to go on l�v�ng the empty, unnecessary
l�fe that most people l�ved.
I had only just turned f�fteen years of age, but somet�mes I felt l�ke an
elderly man. I was, as �t were, �nwardly swollen and heavy w�th all I
had l�ved through and read, or restlessly pondered. Look�ng �nto
myself, I d�scovered that my receptacle for �mpress�ons was l�ke a
dark lumber-room closely packed w�th all k�nds of th�ngs, of wh�ch I
had ne�ther the strength nor the w�t to r�d myself.
And although they were so numerous, all these cumbersome art�cles
were not sol�dly packed, but floated about, and made me waver as
water makes a p�ece of crockery waver wh�ch does not stand f�rm.
I had a fast�d�ous d�sl�ke of unhapp�ness, �llness, and gr�evances.
When I saw cruelty, blood, f�ghts even verbal ba�t�ng of a person, �t
aroused a phys�cal repuls�on �n me wh�ch was sw�ftly transformed
�nto a cold fury. Th�s made me f�ght myself, l�ke a w�ld beast, after
wh�ch I would be pa�nfully ashamed of myself.
Somet�mes I was so pass�onately des�rous of beat�ng a bully that I
threw myself bl�ndly �nto a f�ght, and even now I remember those
attacks of despa�r, born of my �mpotence, w�th shame and gr�ef.
W�th�n me dwelt two persons. One was cogn�zant of only too many
abom�nat�ons and obscen�t�es, somewhat t�m�d for that reason, was
crushed by the knowledge of everyday horrors, and had begun to
v�ew l�fe and people d�strustfully, contemptuously, w�th a feeble p�ty
for every one, �nclud�ng h�mself. Th�s person dreamed of a qu�et,
sol�tary l�fe w�th books, w�thout people, of monaster�es, of a forest-
keeper's lodge, a ra�lway s�gnal box, of Pers�a, and the off�ce of the
n�ght watchman somewhere on the outsk�rts of the town. Only to see
fewer people, to be remote from human creatures!
The other person, bapt�zed by the holy sp�r�t of noble and w�se
books, observ�ng the overwhelm�ng strength of the da�ly horrors of
l�fe, felt how eas�ly that strength m�ght sap one's bra�n-power,
trample the heart w�th d�rty footpr�nts, and, f�ght�ng aga�nst �t w�th all
h�s force, w�th clenched teeth and f�sts, was always ready for a
quarrel or a f�ght. He loved and p�t�ed act�vely, and, l�ke the brave



hero �n French novels, drew h�s sword from h�s scabbard on the
sl�ghtest provocat�on, and stood �n a warl�ke pos�t�on.
At that t�me I had a b�tter enemy �n the door-keeper of one of the
brothels �n L�ttle Pokrovsk� Street. I made h�s acqua�ntance one
morn�ng as I was go�ng to the market-place; he was dragg�ng from a
hackney-carr�age, stand�ng at the gate �n front of the house, a g�rl
who was dead drunk. He se�zed her by the legs �n the�r wr�nkled
stock�ngs, and thus held her shamelessly, bare to the wa�st,
excla�m�ng and laugh�ng. He spat upon her body, and she came
down w�th a jolt out of the carr�age, d�shevelled, bl�nd, w�th open
mouth, w�th her soft arms hang�ng beh�nd her as �f they had no
jo�nts. Her sp�ne, the back of her neck, and her l�v�d face struck the
seat of the carr�age and the step, and at length she fell on the
pavement, str�k�ng her head on the stones.
The dr�ver wh�pped up h�s horse and drove off, and the porter, tak�ng
one foot �n each hand and stepp�ng backward, dragged her along as
�f she had been a corpse. I lost control of myself and made a rush at
h�m, but as luck would have �t, I hurled myself aga�nst, or
acc�dentally ran �nto a ra�nwater-barrel, wh�ch saved both the porter
and me a great deal of unpleasantness. Str�k�ng h�m on the rebound,
I knocked h�m over, darted up the steps, and desperately pulled the
bell-handle. Some �nfur�ated people rushed on the scene, and as I
could not expla�n anyth�ng, I went away, p�ck�ng up the barrel.
On the way I overtook the cab. The dr�ver looked down at me from
the coach-box and sa�d:
"You knocked h�m over smartly."
I asked h�m angr�ly how he could allow the porter to make sport of
the g�rl, and he repl�ed calmly, w�th a fast�d�ous a�r:
"As for me, let them go to the dogs! A gentleman pa�d me when he
put her �n my cab. What �s �t to me �f one person beats another?"
"And �f he had k�lled her?"
"Oh, well; you soon k�ll that sort!" sa�d the dr�ver, as �f he had
repeatedly tr�ed to k�ll drunken g�rls.



After that I saw the porter nearly every day. When I passed up the
street he would be sweep�ng the pavement, or s�tt�ng on the steps as
�f he were wa�t�ng for me. As I approached h�m he would stand up,
tuck up h�s sleeves, and announce k�ndly:
"I am go�ng to smash you to atoms now!"
He was over forty, small, bow-legged, w�th a pendulous paunch.
When he laughed he looked at me w�th beam�ng eyes, and �t was
terr�bly strange to me to see that they were k�nd and merry. He could
not f�ght, because h�s arms were shorter than m�ne, and after two or
three turns he let me go, leaned h�s back aga�nst the gate, and sa�d,
apparently �n great surpr�se:
"All r�ght; you wa�t, clever!"
These f�ghts bored me, and one day I sa�d to h�m: "L�sten, fool! Why
don't you let me alone?"
"Why do you f�ght, then?" he asked reproachfully. I asked h�m �n turn
why he had maltreated the g�rl. "What d�d �t matter to you? Are you
sorry for her?"
"Of course I am!"
He was s�lent, rubb�ng h�s l�ps, and then asked:
"And would you be sorry for a cat?"
"Yes, I should."
Then he sa�d:
"You are a fool, rascal! Wa�t; I'll show you someth�ng."
I never could avo�d pass�ng up that street—�t was the shortest way—
but I began to get up earl�er, �n order not to meet the man. However,
�n a few days I saw h�m aga�n, s�tt�ng on the steps and strok�ng a
smoke-colored cat wh�ch lay on h�s knees. When I was about three
paces from h�m he jumped up, se�zed the cat by the legs, and
dashed �ts head aga�nst the stone balustrade, so that I was splashed
w�th the warm blood. He then hurled the cat under my feet and stood
at the gate, cry�ng:



"What now?"
What could I do? We rolled about the yard l�ke two curs, and
afterward, as I sat on a grassy slope, nearly crazy w�th �nexpress�ble
gr�ef, I b�t my l�ps to keep myself from howl�ng. When I remember �t I
sh�ver w�th a feel�ng of s�cken�ng repuls�on, amazed that I d�d not go
out of my m�nd and k�ll some one.
Why do I relate these abom�nat�ons? So that you may know, k�nd
s�rs, that �s not all past and done w�th! You have a l�k�ng for gr�m
fantas�es; you are del�ghted w�th horr�ble stor�es well told; the
grotesquely terr�ble exc�tes you pleasantly. But I know of genu�ne
horrors, everyday terrors, and I have an unden�able r�ght to exc�te
you unpleasantly by tell�ng you about them, �n order that you may
remember how w? l�ve, and under what c�rcumstances. A low and
unclean l�fe �t �s, ours, and that �s the truth!
I am a lover of human�ty and I have no des�re to make any one
m�serable, but one must not be sent�mental, nor h�de the gr�m truth
w�th the motley words of beaut�ful l�es. Let us face l�fe as �t �s! All that
�s good and human �n our hearts and bra�ns needs renew�ng. What
went to my head most of all was the att�tude of the average man
toward women. From my read�ng of novels I had learned to look
upon woman as the best and most s�gn�f�cant th�ng �n l�fe.
Grandmother had strengthened me �n th�s bel�ef by her stor�es about
Our Lady and Vass�l�ss�a the W�se. What I knew of the unhappy
laundress, Natal�a, and those hundred and thousands of glances and
sm�les wh�ch I observed, w�th wh�ch women, the mothers of l�fe,
adorn th�s l�fe of sord�d joys, sord�d loves, also helped me.
The books of Turgen�eff sang the pra�ses of woman, and w�th all the
good I knew about women I had adorned the �mage of Queen
Margot �n my memory. He�ne and Turgen�eff espec�ally gave me
much that was prec�ous for th�s purpose.
In the even�ngs as I was return�ng from the marketplace I used to
halt on the h�ll by the walls of the Kreml and look at the sun sett�ng
beyond the Volga. F�ery streams flowed over the heavens; the
terrestr�al, beloved r�ver had turned purple and blue. Somet�mes �n
such moments the land looked l�ke an enormous conv�ct barge; �t



had the appearance of a p�g be�ng laz�ly towed along by an �nv�s�ble
steamer.
But I thought more often of the great world, of towns wh�ch I had
read about, of fore�gn countr�es where people l�ved �n a d�fferent
manner. Wr�ters of other countr�es dep�cted l�fe as cleaner, more
attract�ve, less burdensome than that l�fe wh�ch seethed slugg�shly
and monotonously around me. Th�s thought calmed my d�sturbed
sp�r�t, aroused v�s�ons of the poss�b�l�ty of a d�fferent l�fe for me.
And I felt that I should meet some s�mple-m�nded, w�se man who
would lead me on that broad, br�ght road.
One day as I sat on a bench by the walls of the Kreml my Uncle
Yaakov appeared at my s�de. I had not not�ced h�s approach, and I
d�d not recogn�ze h�m at once. Although we had l�ved �n the same
town dur�ng several years, we had met seldom, and then only
acc�dentally and for a mere gl�mpse of each other.
"Ekh! how you have stretched out!" he sa�d jest�ngly, and we fell to
talk�ng l�ke two people long acqua�nted but not �nt�mate.
From what grandmother had told me I knew that Uncle Yaakov had
spent those years �n quarrell�ng and �dleness; he had had a s�tuat�on
as ass�stant warder at the local goal, but h�s term of serv�ce ended
badly. The ch�ef warder be�ng �ll, Uncle Yaakov arranged fest�v�t�es �n
h�s own quarters for the conv�cts. Th�s was d�scovered, and he was
d�sm�ssed and handed over to the pol�ce on the charge of hav�ng let
the pr�soners out to "take a walk" �n the town at n�ght. None of them
had escaped, but one was caught �n the act of try�ng to throttle a
certa�n deacon. The bus�ness dragged on for a long t�me, but the
matter never came �nto court; the conv�cts and the warders were
able to exculpate my good uncle. But now he l�ved w�thout work�ng
on the earn�ngs of h�s son who sang �n the church cho�r at
Rukav�shn�kov, wh�ch was famous at that t�me. He spoke oddly of
th�s son:



"He has become very solemn and �mportant! He �s a solo�st. He gets
angry �f the samovar �s not ready to t�me, or �f h�s clothes are not
brushed. A very dapper fellow he �s, and clean."
Uncle h�mself had aged cons�derably; he looked grubby and fallen
away. H�s gay, curly locks had grown very scanty, and h�s ears stuck
out; �n the wh�tes of h�s eyes and on the leathery sk�n of h�s shaven
cheeks there appeared th�ck, red ve�ns. He spoke jest�ngly, but �t
seemed as �f there were someth�ng �n h�s mouth wh�ch �mpeded h�s
utterance, although h�s teeth were sound.
I was glad to have the chance of talk�ng to a man who knew how to
l�ve well, had seen much, and must therefore know much. I well
remembered h�s l�vely, com�cal songs and grandfather's words about
h�m:
"In songs he �s K�ng Dav�d, but �n bus�ness he plots ev�l, l�ke
Absalom!"
On the promenade a well-dressed crowd passed and repassed:
luxur�ously att�red gentlemen, ch�novn�ks, off�cers; uncle was
dressed �n a shabby, autumn overcoat, a battered cap, and brown
boots, and was v�s�bly pr�cked by annoyance at the thought of h�s
own costume. We went �nto one of the publ�c-houses on the
Pocha�nsk� Causeway, tak�ng a table near the w�ndow wh�ch opened
on the market-place.
"Do you remember how you sang:

"'A beggar hung h�s legg�ngs to dry,
And another beggar came and stole them away'?"

When I had uttered the words of the song, I felt for the f�rst t�me the�r
mock�ng mean�ng, and �t seemed to me that my gay uncle was both
w�tty and mal�c�ous. But he, pour�ng vodka �nto a glass, sa�d
thoughtfully:
"Well, I am gett�ng on �n years, and I have made very l�ttle of my l�fe.
That song �s not m�ne; �t was composed by a teacher �n the
sem�nary. What was h�s name now? He �s dead; I have forgotten. We
were great fr�ends. He was a bachelor. He d�ed �n h�s sleep, �n a f�t.



How many people have gone to sleep that I can remember? It would
be hard to count them. You don't dr�nk? That �s r�ght; don't! Do you
see your grandfather often? He �s not a happy old man. I bel�eve he
�s go�ng out of h�s m�nd."
After a few dr�nks he became more l�vely, held h�mself up, looked
younger, and began to speak w�th more an�mat�on. I asked h�m for
the story of the conv�cts.
"You heard about �t?" he �nqu�red, and w�th a glance around, and
lower�ng h�s vo�ce, he sa�d;
"What about the conv�cts? I was not the�r judge, you know; I saw
them merely as human creatures, and I sa�d: 'Brothers, let us l�ve
together �n harmony, let us l�ve happ�ly! There �s a song,' I sa�d,
'wh�ch runs l�ke th�s:

"Impr�sonment to happ�ness �s no bar,
Let them do w�th us as they w�ll!
St�ll we shall l�ve for sake of laughter,
He �s a fool who l�ves otherw�se."

He laughed, glanced out of the w�ndow on the darken�ng causeway,
and cont�nued, smooth�ng h�s wh�skers:
"Of course they were dull �n that pr�son, and as soon as the roll-call
was over, they came to me. We had vodka and da�nt�es, somet�mes
prov�ded by me, somet�mes by themselves. I love songs and
danc�ng, and among them were some excellent s�ngers and dancers.
It was aston�sh�ng! Some of them, were �n fetters, and �t was no
calumny to say that I und�d the�r cha�ns; �t �s true. But bless you, they
knew how to take them off by themselves w�thout a blacksm�th; they
are a handy lot of people; �t �s aston�sh�ng! But to say that I let them
wander about the town to rob people �s rubb�sh, and �t was never
proved!"
He was s�lent, gaz�ng out of the w�ndow on the causeway where the
merchants were shutt�ng up the�r chests of goods; �ron bars rattled,
rusty h�nges creaked, some boards fell w�th a resound�ng crash.
Then w�nk�ng at me ga�ly, he cont�nued �n a low vo�ce:



"To speak the truth, one of them d�d really go out at n�ght, only he
was not one of the fettered ones, but s�mply a local th�ef from the
lower end of the town; h�s sweetheart l�ved not far away on the
Pechorka. And the affa�r w�th the deacon happened through a
m�stake; he took the deacon for a merchant. It was a w�nter n�ght, �n
a snowstorm; everybody was wear�ng a fur coat; how could he tell
the d�fference �n h�s haste between a deacon and a merchant?"
Th�s struck me as be�ng funny, and he laughed h�mself as he sa�d:
"Yes, by gad! It was the very dev�l—"
Here my uncle became unexpectedly and strangely angry. He
pushed away h�s plate of savor�es, frowned w�th an express�on of
loath�ng, and, smok�ng a c�garette, muttered:
"They rob one another; then they catch one another and put one
another away �n pr�sons �n S�ber�a, �n the galleys; but what �s �t to do
w�th me? I sp�t upon them all! I have my own soul!"
The shaggy stoker stood before me; he also had been wont to "sp�t
upon" people, and he also was called Yaakov.
"What are you th�nk�ng about?" asked my uncle softly.
"Were you sorry for the conv�cts?"
"It �s easy to p�ty them, they are such ch�ldren; �t �s amaz�ng!
Somet�mes I would look at one of them and th�nk: I am not worthy to
black h�s boots; although I am set over h�m! Clever dev�ls, sk�lful w�th
the�r hands."
The w�ne and h�s rem�n�scences had aga�n pleasantly an�mated h�m.
W�th h�s elbows rest�ng on the w�ndow-s�ll, wav�ng h�s yellow hand
w�th the c�garette between �ts f�ngers, he spoke w�th energy:
"One of them, a crooked fellow, an engraver and watchmaker, was
conv�cted of co�n�ng. You ought to have heard how he talked! It was
l�ke a song, a flame! 'Expla�n to me,' he would say; 'why may the
exchequer co�n money wh�le I may not? Tell me that!' And no one
could tell h�m why, no one, not even I, and I was ch�ef over h�m.
There was another, a well-known Moscow th�ef, qu�et mannered,
fopp�sh, neat as a p�n, who used to say courteously: 'People work t�ll



the�r senses are blunted, and I have no des�re to do the same. I have
tr�ed �t. You work and work t�ll wear�ness has made a fool of you, get
drunk on two copecks, lose seven copecks at cards, get a woman to
be k�nd to you for f�ve copecks, and then, all over aga�n, cold and
hungry. No,' he says, 'I am not play�ng that game.'"
Uncle Yaakov bent over the table and cont�nued, redden�ng to the
t�ps of h�s ears. He was so exc�ted that even h�s small ears qu�vered.
"They were no fools, Brother; they knew what was r�ght! To the dev�l
w�th red tape! Take myself, for �nstance; what has my l�fe been? I
look back on �t w�th shame, everyth�ng by snatches, stealth�ly; my
sorrows were my own, but all my joys were stolen. E�ther my father
shouted, 'Don't you dare!' or my w�fe screamed, 'You cannot!' I was
afra�d to throw down a ruble. And so all my l�fe has passed away,
and here I am act�ng the lackey to my own son. Why should I h�de �t?
I serve h�m, Brother, meekly, and he scolds me l�ke a gentleman. He
says, 'Father!' and I obey l�ke a footman. Is that what I was born for,
and what I struggled on �n poverty for—that I should be servant to
my own son? But, even w�thout that, why was I born? What pleasure
have I had �n l�fe?"
I l�stened to h�m �nattent�vely. However, I sa�d reluctantly, and not
expect�ng an answer:
"I don't know what sort of a l�fe m�ne w�ll be."
He burst out laugh�ng.
"Well, and who does know? I have never met any one yet who knew!
So people l�ve; he who can get accustomed to anyth�ng—"
And aga�n he began to speak �n an offended, angry tone:
"One of the men I had was there for assault, a man from Orla, a
gentleman, who danced beaut�fully. He made us all laugh by a song
about Vanka:

"Vanka passes by the churchyard,
That �s a very s�mple matter!
Ach! Vanka, draw your horns �n
For you won't get beyond the graveyard!



"I don't th�nk that �s at all funny, but �t �s true! As you can't come back,
you can't see beyond the graveyard. In that case �t �s the same to me
whether I am a conv�ct, or a warder over conv�cts."
He grew t�red of talk�ng, drank h�s vodka, and looked �nto the empty
decanter w�th one eye, l�ke a b�rd. He s�lently l�ghted another
c�garette, blow�ng the smoke through h�s mustache.
"Don't struggle, don't hope for anyth�ng, for the grave and the
churchyard let no man pass them," the mason, Petr, used to say
somet�mes, yet he was absolutely d�ss�m�lar to Uncle Yaakov. How
many such say�ngs I knew already!
I had noth�ng more to ask my uncle about. It was melancholy to be
w�th h�m, and I was sorry for h�m. I kept recall�ng h�s l�vely songs and
the sound of the gu�tar wh�ch produced joy out of a gentle
melancholy. I had not forgotten merry Tz�gan. I had not forgotten,
and as I looked at the battered countenance of Uncle Yaakov, I
thought �nvoluntar�ly:
"Does he remember how he crushed Tz�gan to death w�th the
cross?"
But I had no des�re to ask h�m about �t. I looked �nto the causeway,
wh�ch was flooded w�th a gray August fog. The smell of apples and
melons floated up to me. Along the narrow streets of the town the
lamps gleamed; I knew �t all by heart. At that moment I heard the
s�ren of the R�b�nsk steamer, and then of that other wh�ch was bound
for Perm.
"Well, we 'd better go," sa�d my uncle.
At the door of the tavern as he shook my hand he sa�d jok�ngly:
"Don't be a hypochondr�ac. You are rather �ncl�ned that way, eh? Sp�t
on �t! You are young. The ch�ef th�ng you have to remember �s that
'Fate �s no h�ndrance to happ�ness.' Well, good-by; I am go�ng to
Uspen!"
My cheerful uncle left me more bew�ldered than ever by h�s
conversat�on.



I walked up to the town and came out �n the f�elds. It was m�dn�ght;
heavy clouds floated �n the sky, obl�terat�ng my shadow on the earth
by the�r own black shadows. Leav�ng the town for the f�elds, I
reached the Volga, and there I lay �n the dusty grass and looked for a
long t�me at the r�ver, the meadow, on that mot�onless earth. Across
the Volga the shadows of the clouds floated slowly; by the t�me they
had reached the meadows they looked br�ghter, as �f they had been
washed �n the water of the r�ver. Everyth�ng around seemed half
asleep, stupef�ed as �t were, mov�ng unw�ll�ngly, and only because �t
was compelled to do so, and not from a flam�ng love of movement
and l�fe.
And I des�red so ardently to cast a benef�cent spell over the whole
earth and myself, wh�ch would cause every one, myself �ncluded, to
be swept by a joyful wh�rlw�nd, a fest�val dance of people, lov�ng one
another �n th�s l�fe, spend�ng the�r l�ves for the sake of others,
beaut�ful, brave, honorable.
I thought:
"I must do someth�ng for myself, or I shall be ru�ned."
On frown�ng autumn days, when one not only d�d not see the sun,
but d�d not feel �t, e�ther—forgot all about �t, �n fact—on autumn days,
more than once—I happened to be wander�ng �n the forest. Hav�ng
left the h�gh road and lost all trace of the pathways, I at length grew
t�red of look�ng for them. Sett�ng my teeth, I went stra�ght forward,
over fallen trees wh�ch were rott�ng, over the unsteady mounds
wh�ch rose from the marshes, and �n the end I always came out on
the r�ght road.
It was �n th�s way that I made up my m�nd.
In the autumn of that year I went to Kazan, �n the secret hope of
f�nd�ng some means of study�ng there.

THE END
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