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I
It happened �n the ‘sevent�es �n w�nter, on the day after St.

N�cholas’s Day. There was a fete �n the par�sh and the �nnkeeper,
Vas�l� Andreev�ch Brekhunov, a Second Gu�ld merchant, be�ng a
church elder had to go to church, and had also to enterta�n h�s
relat�ves and fr�ends at home.

But when the last of them had gone he at once began to prepare
to dr�ve over to see a ne�ghbour�ng propr�etor about a grove wh�ch
he had been barga�n�ng over for a long t�me. He was now �n a hurry
to start, lest buyers from the town m�ght forestall h�m �n mak�ng a
prof�table purchase.

The youthful landowner was ask�ng ten thousand rubles for the
grove s�mply because Vas�l� Andreev�ch was offer�ng seven
thousand. Seven thousand was, however, only a th�rd of �ts real
value. Vas�l� Andreev�ch m�ght perhaps have got �t down to h�s own
pr�ce, for the woods were �n h�s d�str�ct and he had a long-stand�ng
agreement w�th the other v�llage dealers that no one should run up
the pr�ce �n another’s d�str�ct, but he had now learnt that some
t�mber-dealers from town meant to b�d for the Goryachk�n grove, and
he resolved to go at once and get the matter settled. So as soon as
the feast was over, he took seven hundred rubles from h�s strong
box, added to them two thousand three hundred rubles of church
money he had �n h�s keep�ng, so as to make up the sum to three
thousand; carefully counted the notes, and hav�ng put them �nto h�s
pocket-book made haste to start.

N�k�ta, the only one of Vas�l� Andreev�ch’s labourers who was not
drunk that day, ran to harness the horse. N�k�ta, though an hab�tual
drunkard, was not drunk that day because s�nce the last day before
the fast, when he had drunk h�s coat and leather boots, he had
sworn off dr�nk and had kept h�s vow for two months, and was st�ll
keep�ng �t desp�te the temptat�on of the vodka that had been drunk
everywhere dur�ng the f�rst two days of the feast.



N�k�ta was a peasant of about f�fty from a ne�ghbour�ng v�llage, ‘not
a manager’ as the peasants sa�d of h�m, mean�ng that he was not
the thr�fty head of a household but l�ved most of h�s t�me away from
home as a labourer. He was valued everywhere for h�s �ndustry,
dexter�ty, and strength at work, and st�ll more for h�s k�ndly and
pleasant temper. But he never settled down anywhere for long
because about tw�ce a year, or even oftener, he had a dr�nk�ng bout,
and then bes�des spend�ng all h�s clothes on dr�nk he became
turbulent and quarrelsome. Vas�l� Andreev�ch h�mself had turned h�m
away several t�mes, but had afterwards taken h�m back aga�n—
valu�ng h�s honesty, h�s k�ndness to an�mals, and espec�ally h�s
cheapness. Vas�l� Andreev�ch d�d not pay N�k�ta the e�ghty rubles a
year such a man was worth, but only about forty, wh�ch he gave h�m
haphazard, �n small sums, and even that mostly not �n cash but �n
goods from h�s own shop and at h�gh pr�ces.

N�k�ta’s w�fe Martha, who had once been a handsome v�gorous
woman, managed the homestead w�th the help of her son and two
daughters, and d�d not urge N�k�ta to l�ve at home: f�rst because she
had been l�v�ng for some twenty years already w�th a cooper, a
peasant from another v�llage who lodged �n the�r house; and
secondly because though she managed her husband as she pleased
when he was sober, she feared h�m l�ke f�re when he was drunk.
Once when he had got drunk at home, N�k�ta, probably to make up
for h�s subm�ss�veness when sober, broke open her box, took out her
best clothes, snatched up an axe, and chopped all her
undergarments and dresses to b�ts. All the wages N�k�ta earned went
to h�s w�fe, and he ra�sed no object�on to that. So now, two days
before the hol�day, Martha had been tw�ce to see Vas�l� Andreev�ch
and had got from h�m wheat flour, tea, sugar, and a quart of vodka,
the lot cost�ng three rubles, and also f�ve rubles �n cash, for wh�ch
she thanked h�m as for a spec�al favour, though he owed N�k�ta at
least twenty rubles.

‘What agreement d�d we ever draw up w�th you?’ sa�d Vas�l�
Andreev�ch to N�k�ta. ‘If you need anyth�ng, take �t; you w�ll work �t
off. I’m not l�ke others to keep you wa�t�ng, and mak�ng up accounts
and reckon�ng f�nes. We deal stra�ght-forwardly. You serve me and I
don’t neglect you.’



And when say�ng th�s Vas�l� Andreev�ch was honestly conv�nced
that he was N�k�ta’s benefactor, and he knew how to put �t so
plaus�bly that all those who depended on h�m for the�r money,
beg�nn�ng w�th N�k�ta, conf�rmed h�m �n the conv�ct�on that he was
the�r benefactor and d�d not overreach them.

‘Yes, I understand, Vas�l� Andreev�ch. You know that I serve you
and take as much pa�ns as I would for my own father. I understand
very well!’ N�k�ta would reply. He was qu�te aware that Vas�l�
Andreev�ch was cheat�ng h�m, but at the same t�me he felt that �t was
useless to try to clear up h�s accounts w�th h�m or expla�n h�s s�de of
the matter, and that as long as he had nowhere to go he must accept
what he could get.

Now, hav�ng heard h�s master’s order to harness, he went as usual
cheerfully and w�ll�ngly to the shed, stepp�ng br�skly and eas�ly on h�s
rather turned-�n feet; took down from a na�l the heavy tasselled
leather br�dle, and j�ngl�ng the r�ngs of the b�t went to the closed
stable where the horse he was to harness was stand�ng by h�mself.

‘What, feel�ng lonely, feel�ng lonely, l�ttle s�lly?’ sa�d N�k�ta �n
answer to the low wh�nny w�th wh�ch he was greeted by the good-
tempered, med�um-s�zed bay stall�on, w�th a rather slant�ng crupper,
who stood alone �n the shed. ‘Now then, now then, there’s t�me
enough. Let me water you f�rst,’ he went on, speak�ng to the horse
just as to someone who understood the words he was us�ng, and
hav�ng wh�sked the dusty, grooved back of the well-fed young
stall�on w�th the sk�rt of h�s coat, he put a br�dle on h�s handsome
head, stra�ghtened h�s ears and forelock, and hav�ng taken off h�s
halter led h�m out to water.

P�ck�ng h�s way out of the dung-strewn stable, Mukhorty fr�sked,
and mak�ng play w�th h�s h�nd leg pretended that he meant to k�ck
N�k�ta, who was runn�ng at a trot bes�de h�m to the pump.

‘Now then, now then, you rascal!’ N�k�ta called out, well know�ng
how carefully Mukhorty threw out h�s h�nd leg just to touch h�s greasy
sheepsk�n coat but not to str�ke h�m—a tr�ck N�k�ta much
apprec�ated.

After a dr�nk of the cold water the horse s�ghed, mov�ng h�s strong
wet l�ps, from the ha�rs of wh�ch transparent drops fell �nto the



trough; then stand�ng st�ll as �f �n thought, he suddenly gave a loud
snort.

‘If you don’t want any more, you needn’t. But don’t go ask�ng for
any later,’ sa�d N�k�ta qu�te ser�ously and fully expla�n�ng h�s conduct
to Mukhorty. Then he ran back to the shed pull�ng the playful young
horse, who wanted to gambol all over the yard, by the re�n.

There was no one else �n the yard except a stranger, the cook’s
husband, who had come for the hol�day.

‘Go and ask wh�ch sledge �s to be harnessed—the w�de one or the
small one—there’s a good fellow!’

The cook’s husband went �nto the house, wh�ch stood on an �ron
foundat�on and was �ron-roofed, and soon returned say�ng that the
l�ttle one was to be harnessed. By that t�me N�k�ta had put the collar
and brass-studded belly-band on Mukhorty and, carry�ng a l�ght,
pa�nted shaft-bow �n one hand, was lead�ng the horse w�th the other
up to two sledges that stood �n the shed.

‘All r�ght, let �t be the l�ttle one!’ he sa�d, back�ng the �ntell�gent
horse, wh�ch all the t�me kept pretend�ng to b�te h�m, �nto the shafts,
and w�th the a�d of the cook’s husband he proceeded to harness.
When everyth�ng was nearly ready and only the re�ns had to be
adjusted, N�k�ta sent the other man to the shed for some straw and
to the barn for a drugget.

‘There, that’s all r�ght! Now, now, don’t br�stle up!’ sa�d N�k�ta,
press�ng down �nto the sledge the freshly threshed oat straw the
cook’s husband had brought. ‘And now let’s spread the sack�ng l�ke
th�s, and the drugget over �t. There, l�ke that �t w�ll be comfortable
s�tt�ng,’ he went on, su�t�ng the act�on to the words and tuck�ng the
drugget all round over the straw to make a seat.

‘Thank you, dear man. Th�ngs always go qu�cker w�th two work�ng
at �t!’ he added. And gather�ng up the leather re�ns fastened together
by a brass r�ng, N�k�ta took the dr�ver’s seat and started the �mpat�ent
horse over the frozen manure wh�ch lay �n the yard, towards the
gate.

‘Uncle N�k�ta! I say, Uncle, Uncle!’ a h�gh-p�tched vo�ce shouted,
and a seven-year-old boy �n a black sheepsk�n coat, new wh�te felt



boots, and a warm cap, ran hurr�edly out of the house �nto the yard.
‘Take me w�th you!’ he cr�ed, fasten�ng up h�s coat as he ran.

‘All r�ght, come along, darl�ng!’ sa�d N�k�ta, and stopp�ng the sledge
he p�cked up the master’s pale th�n l�ttle son, rad�ant w�th joy, and
drove out �nto the road.

It was past two o’clock and the day was w�ndy, dull, and cold, w�th
more than twenty degrees Fahrenhe�t of frost. Half the sky was
h�dden by a lower�ng dark cloud. In the yard �t was qu�et, but �n the
street the w�nd was felt more keenly. The snow swept down from a
ne�ghbour�ng shed and wh�rled about �n the corner near the bath-
house.

Hardly had N�k�ta dr�ven out of the yard and turned the horse’s
head to the house, before Vas�l� Andreev�ch emerged from the h�gh
porch �n front of the house w�th a c�garette �n h�s mouth and wear�ng
a cloth-covered sheep-sk�n coat t�ghtly g�rdled low at h�s wa�st, and
stepped onto the hard-trodden snow wh�ch squeaked under the
leather soles of h�s felt boots, and stopped. Tak�ng a last wh�ff of h�s
c�garette he threw �t down, stepped on �t, and lett�ng the smoke
escape through h�s moustache and look�ng askance at the horse that
was com�ng up, began to tuck �n h�s sheepsk�n collar on both s�des
of h�s ruddy face, clean-shaven except for the moustache, so that h�s
breath should not mo�sten the collar.

‘See now! The young scamp �s there already!’ he excla�med when
he saw h�s l�ttle son �n the sledge. Vas�l� Andreev�ch was exc�ted by
the vodka he had drunk w�th h�s v�s�tors, and so he was even more
pleased than usual w�th everyth�ng that was h�s and all that he d�d.
The s�ght of h�s son, whom he always thought of as h�s he�r, now
gave h�m great sat�sfact�on. He looked at h�m, screw�ng up h�s eyes
and show�ng h�s long teeth.

H�s w�fe—pregnant, th�n and pale, w�th her head and shoulders
wrapped �n a shawl so that noth�ng of her face could be seen but her
eyes—stood beh�nd h�m �n the vest�bule to see h�m off.

‘Now really, you ought to take N�k�ta w�th you,’ she sa�d t�m�dly,
stepp�ng out from the doorway.

Vas�l� Andreev�ch d�d not answer. Her words ev�dently annoyed
h�m and he frowned angr�ly and spat.



‘You have money on you,’ she cont�nued �n the same pla�nt�ve
vo�ce. ‘What �f the weather gets worse! Do take h�m, for goodness’
sake!’

‘Why? Don’t I know the road that I must needs take a gu�de?’
excla�med Vas�l� Andreev�ch, utter�ng every word very d�st�nctly and
compress�ng h�s l�ps unnaturally, as he usually d�d when speak�ng to
buyers and sellers.

‘Really you ought to take h�m. I beg you �n God’s name!’ h�s w�fe
repeated, wrapp�ng her shawl more closely round her head.

‘There, she st�cks to �t l�ke a leech!... Where am I to take h�m?’
‘I’m qu�te ready to go w�th you, Vas�l� Andreev�ch,’ sa�d N�k�ta

cheerfully. ‘But they must feed the horses wh�le I am away,’ he
added, turn�ng to h�s master’s w�fe.

‘I’ll look after them, N�k�ta dear. I’ll tell S�mon,’ repl�ed the m�stress.
‘Well, Vas�l� Andreev�ch, am I to come w�th you?’ sa�d N�k�ta,

awa�t�ng a dec�s�on.
‘It seems I must humour my old woman. But �f you’re com�ng you’d

better put on a warmer cloak,’ sa�d Vas�l� Andreev�ch, sm�l�ng aga�n
as he w�nked at N�k�ta’s short sheepsk�n coat, wh�ch was torn under
the arms and at the back, was greasy and out of shape, frayed to a
fr�nge round the sk�rt, and had endured many th�ngs �n �ts l�fet�me.

‘Hey, dear man, come and hold the horse!’ shouted N�k�ta to the
cook’s husband, who was st�ll �n the yard.

‘No, I w�ll myself, I w�ll myself!’ shr�eked the l�ttle boy, pull�ng h�s
hands, red w�th cold, out of h�s pockets, and se�z�ng the cold leather
re�ns.

‘Only don’t be too long dress�ng yourself up. Look al�ve!’ shouted
Vas�l� Andreev�ch, gr�nn�ng at N�k�ta.

‘Only a moment, Father, Vas�l� Andreev�ch!’ repl�ed N�k�ta, and
runn�ng qu�ckly w�th h�s �nturned toes �n h�s felt boots w�th the�r soles
patched w�th felt, he hurr�ed across the yard and �nto the workmen’s
hut.

‘Ar�nushka! Get my coat down from the stove. I’m go�ng w�th the
master,’ he sa�d, as he ran �nto the hut and took down h�s g�rdle from



the na�l on wh�ch �t hung.
The workmen’s cook, who had had a sleep after d�nner and was

now gett�ng the samovar ready for her husband, turned cheerfully to
N�k�ta, and �nfected by h�s hurry began to move as qu�ckly as he d�d,
got down h�s m�serable worn-out cloth coat from the stove where �t
was dry�ng, and began hurr�edly shak�ng �t out and smooth�ng �t
down.

‘There now, you’ll have a chance of a hol�day w�th your good man,’
sa�d N�k�ta, who from k�ndhearted pol�teness always sa�d someth�ng
to anyone he was alone w�th.

Then, draw�ng h�s worn narrow g�rdle round h�m, he drew �n h�s
breath, pull�ng �n h�s lean stomach st�ll more, and g�rdled h�mself as
t�ghtly as he could over h�s sheepsk�n.

‘There now,’ he sa�d address�ng h�mself no longer to the cook but
the g�rdle, as he tucked the ends �n at the wa�st, ‘now you won’t
come undone!’ And work�ng h�s shoulders up and down to free h�s
arms, he put the coat over h�s sheepsk�n, arched h�s back more
strongly to ease h�s arms, poked h�mself under the armp�ts, and took
down h�s leather-covered m�ttens from the shelf. ‘Now we’re all r�ght!’

‘You ought to wrap your feet up, N�k�ta. Your boots are very bad.’
N�k�ta stopped as �f he had suddenly real�zed th�s.
‘Yes, I ought to.... But they’ll do l�ke th�s. It �sn’t far!’ and he ran out

�nto the yard.
‘Won’t you be cold, N�k�ta?’ sa�d the m�stress as he came up to the

sledge.
‘Cold? No, I’m qu�te warm,’ answered N�k�ta as he pushed some

straw up to the forepart of the sledge so that �t should cover h�s feet,
and stowed away the wh�p, wh�ch the good horse would not need, at
the bottom of the sledge.

Vas�l� Andreev�ch, who was wear�ng two fur-l�ned coats one over
the other, was already �n the sledge, h�s broad back f�ll�ng nearly �ts
whole rounded w�dth, and tak�ng the re�ns he �mmed�ately touched
the horse. N�k�ta jumped �n just as the sledge started, and seated
h�mself �n front on the left s�de, w�th one leg hang�ng over the edge.





II
The good stall�on took the sledge along at a br�sk pace over the

smooth-frozen road through the v�llage, the runners squeak�ng
sl�ghtly as they went.

‘Look at h�m hang�ng on there! Hand me the wh�p, N�k�ta!’ shouted
Vas�l� Andreev�ch, ev�dently enjoy�ng the s�ght of h�s ‘he�r,’ who
stand�ng on the runners was hang�ng on at the back of the sledge.
‘I’ll g�ve �t you! Be off to mamma, you dog!’

The boy jumped down. The horse �ncreased h�s amble and,
suddenly chang�ng foot, broke �nto a fast trot.

The Crosses, the v�llage where Vas�l� Andreev�ch l�ved, cons�sted
of s�x houses. As soon as they had passed the blacksm�th’s hut, the
last �n the v�llage, they real�zed that the w�nd was much stronger than
they had thought. The road could hardly be seen. The tracks left by
the sledge-runners were �mmed�ately covered by snow and the road
was only d�st�ngu�shed by the fact that �t was h�gher than the rest of
the ground. There was a sw�rl of snow over the f�elds and the l�ne
where sky and earth met could not be seen. The Telyat�n forest,
usually clearly v�s�ble, now only loomed up occas�onally and d�mly
through the dr�v�ng snowy dust. The w�nd came from the left,
�ns�stently blow�ng over to one s�de the mane on Mukhorty’s sleek
neck and carry�ng as�de even h�s fluffy ta�l, wh�ch was t�ed �n a
s�mple knot. N�k�ta’s w�de coat-collar, as he sat on the w�ndy s�de,
pressed close to h�s cheek and nose.

‘Th�s road doesn’t g�ve h�m a chance—�t’s too snowy,’ sa�d Vas�l�
Andreev�ch, who pr�ded h�mself on h�s good horse. ‘I once drove to
Pashut�no w�th h�m �n half an hour.’

‘What?’ asked N�k�ta, who could not hear on account of h�s collar.
‘I say I once went to Pashut�no �n half an hour,’ shouted Vas�l�

Andreev�ch.
‘It goes w�thout say�ng that he’s a good horse,’ repl�ed N�k�ta.



They were s�lent for a wh�le. But Vas�l� Andreev�ch w�shed to talk.
‘Well, d�d you tell your w�fe not to g�ve the cooper any vodka?’ he

began �n the same loud tone, qu�te conv�nced that N�k�ta must feel
flattered to be talk�ng w�th so clever and �mportant a person as
h�mself, and he was so pleased w�th h�s jest that �t d�d not enter h�s
head that the remark m�ght be unpleasant to N�k�ta.

The w�nd aga�n prevented N�k�ta’s hear�ng h�s master’s words.
Vas�l� Andreev�ch repeated the jest about the cooper �n h�s loud,

clear vo�ce.
‘That’s the�r bus�ness, Vas�l� Andreev�ch. I don’t pry �nto the�r

affa�rs. As long as she doesn’t �ll-treat our boy—God be w�th them.’
‘That’s so,’ sa�d Vas�l� Andreev�ch. ‘Well, and w�ll you be buy�ng a

horse �n spr�ng?’ he went on, chang�ng the subject.
‘Yes, I can’t avo�d �t,’ answered N�k�ta, turn�ng down h�s collar and

lean�ng back towards h�s master.
The conversat�on now became �nterest�ng to h�m and he d�d not

w�sh to lose a word.
‘The lad’s grow�ng up. He must beg�n to plough for h�mself, but t�ll

now we’ve always had to h�re someone,’ he sa�d.
‘Well, why not have the lean-cruppered one. I won’t charge much

for �t,’ shouted Vas�l� Andreev�ch, feel�ng an�mated, and consequently
start�ng on h�s favour�te occupat�on—that of horse-deal�ng—wh�ch
absorbed all h�s mental powers.

‘Or you m�ght let me have f�fteen rubles and I’ll buy one at the
horse-market,’ sa�d N�k�ta, who knew that the horse Vas�l�
Andreev�ch wanted to sell h�m would be dear at seven rubles, but
that �f he took �t from h�m �t would be charged at twenty-f�ve, and then
he would be unable to draw any money for half a year.

‘It’s a good horse. I th�nk of your �nterest as of my own—accord�ng
to consc�ence. Brekhunov �sn’t a man to wrong anyone. Let the loss
be m�ne. I’m not l�ke others. Honestly!’ he shouted �n the vo�ce �n
wh�ch he hypnot�zed h�s customers and dealers. ‘It’s a real good
horse.’



‘Qu�te so!’ sa�d N�k�ta w�th a s�gh, and conv�nced that there was
noth�ng more to l�sten to, he aga�n released h�s collar, wh�ch
�mmed�ately covered h�s ear and face.

They drove on �n s�lence for about half an hour. The w�nd blew
sharply onto N�k�ta’s s�de and arm where h�s sheepsk�n was torn.

He huddled up and breathed �nto the collar wh�ch covered h�s
mouth, and was not wholly cold.

‘What do you th�nk—shall we go through Karamyshevo or by the
stra�ght road?’ asked Vas�l� Andreev�ch.

The road through Karamyshevo was more frequented and was
well marked w�th a double row of h�gh stakes. The stra�ght road was
nearer but l�ttle used and had no stakes, or only poor ones covered
w�th snow.

N�k�ta thought awh�le.
‘Though Karamyshevo �s farther, �t �s better go�ng,’ he sa�d.
‘But by the stra�ght road, when once we get through the hollow by

the forest, �t’s good go�ng—sheltered,’ sa�d Vas�l� Andreev�ch, who
w�shed to go the nearest way.

‘Just as you please,’ sa�d N�k�ta, and aga�n let go of h�s collar.
Vas�l� Andreev�ch d�d as he had sa�d, and hav�ng gone about half a

verst came to a tall oak stake wh�ch had a few dry leaves st�ll
dangl�ng on �t, and there he turned to the left.

On turn�ng they faced d�rectly aga�nst the w�nd, and snow was
beg�nn�ng to fall. Vas�l� Andreev�ch, who was dr�v�ng, �nflated h�s
cheeks, blow�ng the breath out through h�s moustache. N�k�ta dozed.

So they went on �n s�lence for about ten m�nutes. Suddenly Vas�l�
Andreev�ch began say�ng someth�ng.

‘Eh, what?’ asked N�k�ta, open�ng h�s eyes.
Vas�l� Andreev�ch d�d not answer, but bent over, look�ng beh�nd

them and then ahead of the horse. The sweat had curled Mukhorty’s
coat between h�s legs and on h�s neck. He went at a walk.

‘What �s �t?’ N�k�ta asked aga�n.
‘What �s �t? What �s �t?’ Vas�l� Andreev�ch m�m�cked h�m angr�ly.

‘There are no stakes to be seen! We must have got off the road!’



‘Well, pull up then, and I’ll look for �t,’ sa�d N�k�ta, and jump�ng
down l�ghtly from the sledge and tak�ng the wh�p from under the
straw, he went off to the left from h�s own s�de of the sledge.

The snow was not deep that year, so that �t was poss�ble to walk
anywhere, but st�ll �n places �t was knee-deep and got �nto N�k�ta’s
boots. He went about feel�ng the ground w�th h�s feet and the wh�p,
but could not f�nd the road anywhere.

‘Well, how �s �t?’ asked Vas�l� Andreev�ch when N�k�ta came back
to the sledge.

‘There �s no road th�s s�de. I must go to the other s�de and try
there,’ sa�d N�k�ta.

‘There’s someth�ng there �n front. Go and have a look.’
N�k�ta went to what had appeared dark, but found that �t was earth

wh�ch the w�nd had blown from the bare f�elds of w�nter oats and had
strewn over the snow, colour�ng �t. Hav�ng searched to the r�ght also,
he returned to the sledge, brushed the snow from h�s coat, shook �t
out of h�s boots, and seated h�mself once more.

‘We must go to the r�ght,’ he sa�d dec�dedly. ‘The w�nd was blow�ng
on our left before, but now �t �s stra�ght �n my face. Dr�ve to the r�ght,’
he repeated w�th dec�s�on.

Vas�l� Andreev�ch took h�s adv�ce and turned to the r�ght, but st�ll
there was no road. They went on �n that d�rect�on for some t�me. The
w�nd was as f�erce as ever and �t was snow�ng l�ghtly.

‘It seems, Vas�l� Andreev�ch, that we have gone qu�te astray,’ N�k�ta
suddenly remarked, as �f �t were a pleasant th�ng. ‘What �s that?’ he
added, po�nt�ng to some potato v�nes that showed up from under the
snow.

Vas�l� Andreev�ch stopped the persp�r�ng horse, whose deep s�des
were heav�ng heav�ly.

‘What �s �t?’
‘Why, we are on the Zakharov lands. See where we’ve got to!’
‘Nonsense!’ retorted Vas�l� Andreev�ch.
‘It’s not nonsense, Vas�l� Andreev�ch. It’s the truth,’ repl�ed N�k�ta.

‘You can feel that the sledge �s go�ng over a potato-f�eld, and there



are the heaps of v�nes wh�ch have been carted here. It’s the
Zakharov factory land.’

‘Dear me, how we have gone astray!’ sa�d Vas�l� Andreev�ch.
‘What are we to do now?’

‘We must go stra�ght on, that’s all. We shall come out somewhere
—�f not at Zakharova, then at the propr�etor’s farm,’ sa�d N�k�ta.

Vas�l� Andreev�ch agreed, and drove as N�k�ta had �nd�cated. So
they went on for a cons�derable t�me. At t�mes they came onto bare
f�elds and the sledge-runners rattled over frozen lumps of earth.
Somet�mes they got onto a w�nter-rye f�eld, or a fallow f�eld on wh�ch
they could see stalks of wormwood, and straws st�ck�ng up through
the snow and sway�ng �n the w�nd; somet�mes they came onto deep
and even wh�te snow, above wh�ch noth�ng was to be seen.

The snow was fall�ng from above and somet�mes rose from below.
The horse was ev�dently exhausted, h�s ha�r had all curled up from
sweat and was covered w�th hoar-frost, and he went at a walk.
Suddenly he stumbled and sat down �n a d�tch or water-course. Vas�l�
Andreev�ch wanted to stop, but N�k�ta cr�ed to h�m:

‘Why stop? We’ve got �n and must get out. Hey, pet! Hey, darl�ng!
Gee up, old fellow!’ he shouted �n a cheerful tone to the horse,
jump�ng out of the sledge and h�mself gett�ng stuck �n the d�tch.

The horse gave a start and qu�ckly cl�mbed out onto the frozen
bank. It was ev�dently a d�tch that had been dug there.

‘Where are we now?’ asked Vas�l� Andreev�ch.
‘We’ll soon f�nd out!’ N�k�ta repl�ed. ‘Go on, we’ll get somewhere.’
‘Why, th�s must be the Goryachk�n forest!’ sa�d Vas�l� Andreev�ch,

po�nt�ng to someth�ng dark that appeared am�d the snow �n front of
them.

‘We’ll see what forest �t �s when we get there,’ sa�d N�k�ta.
He saw that bes�de the black th�ng they had not�ced, dry, oblong

w�llow-leaves were flutter�ng, and so he knew �t was not a forest but
a settlement, but he d�d not w�sh to say so. And �n fact they had not
gone twenty-f�ve yards beyond the d�tch before someth�ng �n front of
them, ev�dently trees, showed up black, and they heard a new and
melancholy sound. N�k�ta had guessed r�ght: �t was not a wood, but a



row of tall w�llows w�th a few leaves st�ll flutter�ng on them here and
there. They had ev�dently been planted along the d�tch round a
thresh�ng-floor. Com�ng up to the w�llows, wh�ch moaned sadly �n the
w�nd, the horse suddenly planted h�s forelegs above the he�ght of the
sledge, drew up h�s h�nd legs also, pull�ng the sledge onto h�gher
ground, and turned to the left, no longer s�nk�ng up to h�s knees �n
snow. They were back on a road.

‘Well, here we are, but heaven only knows where!’ sa�d N�k�ta.
The horse kept stra�ght along the road through the dr�fted snow,

and before they had gone another hundred yards the stra�ght l�ne of
the dark wattle wall of a barn showed up black before them, �ts roof
heav�ly covered w�th snow wh�ch poured down from �t. After pass�ng
the barn the road turned to the w�nd and they drove �nto a snow-dr�ft.
But ahead of them was a lane w�th houses on e�ther s�de, so
ev�dently the snow had been blown across the road and they had to
dr�ve through the dr�ft. And so �n fact �t was. Hav�ng dr�ven through
the snow they came out �nto a street. At the end house of the v�llage
some frozen clothes hang�ng on a l�ne—sh�rts, one red and one
wh�te, trousers, leg-bands, and a pett�coat—fluttered w�ldly �n the
w�nd. The wh�te sh�rt �n part�cular struggled desperately, wav�ng �ts
sleeves about.

‘There now, e�ther a lazy woman or a dead one has not taken her
clothes down before the hol�day,’ remarked N�k�ta, look�ng at the
flutter�ng sh�rts.



III
At the entrance to the street the w�nd st�ll raged and the road was

th�ckly covered w�th snow, but well w�th�n the v�llage �t was calm,
warm, and cheerful. At one house a dog was bark�ng, at another a
woman, cover�ng her head w�th her coat, came runn�ng from
somewhere and entered the door of a hut, stopp�ng on the threshold
to have a look at the pass�ng sledge. In the m�ddle of the v�llage g�rls
could be heard s�ng�ng.

Here �n the v�llage there seemed to be less w�nd and snow, and
the frost was less keen.

‘Why, th�s �s Gr�shk�no,’ sa�d Vas�l� Andreev�ch.
‘So �t �s,’ responded N�k�ta.
It really was Gr�shk�no, wh�ch meant that they had gone too far to

the left and had travelled some s�x m�les, not qu�te �n the d�rect�on
they a�med at, but towards the�r dest�nat�on for all that.

From Gr�shk�no to Goryachk�n was about another four m�les.
In the m�ddle of the v�llage they almost ran �nto a tall man walk�ng

down the m�ddle of the street.
‘Who are you?’ shouted the man, stopp�ng the horse, and

recogn�z�ng Vas�l� Anereev�ch he �mmed�ately took hold of the shaft,
went along �t hand over hand t�ll he reached the sledge, and placed
h�mself on the dr�ver’s seat.

He was Isay, a peasant of Vas�l� Andreev�ch’s acqua�ntance, and
well known as the pr�nc�pal horse-th�ef �n the d�str�ct.

‘Ah, Vas�l� Andreev�ch! Where are you off to?’ sa�d Isay, envelop�ng
N�k�ta �n the odour of the vodka he had drunk.

‘We were go�ng to Goryachk�n.’
‘And look where you’ve got to! You should have gone through

Molchanovka.’



‘Should have, but d�dn’t manage �t,’ sa�d Vas�l� Andreev�ch, hold�ng
�n the horse.

‘That’s a good horse,’ sa�d Isay, w�th a shrewd glance at Mukhorty,
and w�th a pract�sed hand he t�ghtened the loosened knot h�gh �n the
horse’s bushy ta�l.

‘Are you go�ng to stay the n�ght?’
‘No, fr�end. I must get on.’
‘Your bus�ness must be press�ng. And who �s th�s? Ah, N�k�ta

Stepanych!’
‘Who else?’ repl�ed N�k�ta. ‘But I say, good fr�end, how are we to

avo�d go�ng astray aga�n?’
‘Where can you go astray here? Turn back stra�ght down the street

and then when you come out keep stra�ght on. Don’t take to the left.
You w�ll come out onto the h�gh road, and then turn to the r�ght.’

‘And where do we turn off the h�gh road? As �n summer, or the
w�nter way?’ asked N�k�ta.

‘The w�nter way. As soon as you turn off you’ll see some bushes,
and oppos�te them there �s a way-mark—a large oak, one w�th
branches—and that’s the way.’

Vas�l� Andreev�ch turned the horse back and drove through the
outsk�rts of the v�llage.

‘Why not stay the n�ght?’ Isay shouted after them.
But Vas�l� Andreev�ch d�d not answer and touched up the horse.

Four m�les of good road, two of wh�ch lay through the forest, seemed
easy to manage, espec�ally as the w�nd was apparently qu�eter and
the snow had stopped.

Hav�ng dr�ven along the trodden v�llage street, darkened here and
there by fresh manure, past the yard where the clothes hung out and
where the wh�te sh�rt had broken loose and was now attached only
by one frozen sleeve, they aga�n came w�th�n sound of the we�rd
moan of the w�llows, and aga�n emerged on the open f�elds. The
storm, far from ceas�ng, seemed to have grown yet stronger. The
road was completely covered w�th dr�ft�ng snow, and only the stakes



showed that they had not lost the�r way. But even the stakes ahead
of them were not easy to see, s�nce the w�nd blew �n the�r faces.

Vas�l� Andreev�ch screwed up h�s eyes, bent down h�s head, and
looked out for the way-marks, but trusted ma�nly to the horse’s
sagac�ty, lett�ng �t take �ts own way. And the horse really d�d not lose
the road but followed �ts w�nd�ngs, turn�ng now to the r�ght and now
to the left and sens�ng �t under h�s feet, so that though the snow fell
th�cker and the w�nd strengthened they st�ll cont�nued to see way-
marks now to the left and now to the r�ght of them.

So they travelled on for about ten m�nutes, when suddenly,
through the slant�ng screen of w�nd-dr�ven snow, someth�ng black
showed up wh�ch moved �n front of the horse.

Th�s was another sledge w�th fellow-travellers. Mukhorty overtook
them, and struck h�s hoofs aga�nst the back of the sledge �n front of
them.

‘Pass on... hey there... get �n front!’ cr�ed vo�ces from the sledge.
Vas�l� Andreev�ch swerved as�de to pass the other sledge.
In �t sat three men and a woman, ev�dently v�s�tors return�ng from a

feast. One peasant was whack�ng the snow-covered croup of the�r
l�ttle horse w�th a long sw�tch, and the other two s�tt�ng �n front waved
the�r arms and shouted someth�ng. The woman, completely wrapped
up and covered w�th snow, sat drows�ng and bump�ng at the back.

‘Who are you?’ shouted Vas�l� Andreev�ch.
‘From A-a-a...’ was all that could be heard.
‘I say, where are you from?’
‘From A-a-a-a!’ one of the peasants shouted w�th all h�s m�ght, but

st�ll �t was �mposs�ble to make out who they were.
‘Get along! Keep up!’ shouted another, ceaselessly beat�ng h�s

horse w�th the sw�tch.
‘So you’re from a feast, �t seems?’
‘Go on, go on! Faster, S�mon! Get �n front! Faster!’
The w�ngs of the sledges bumped aga�nst one another, almost got

jammed but managed to separate, and the peasants’ sledge began
to fall beh�nd.



The�r shaggy, b�g-bell�ed horse, all covered w�th snow, breathed
heav�ly under the low shaft-bow and, ev�dently us�ng the last of �ts
strength, va�nly endeavoured to escape from the sw�tch, hobbl�ng
w�th �ts short legs through the deep snow wh�ch �t threw up under
�tself.

Its muzzle, young-look�ng, w�th the nether l�p drawn up l�ke that of
a f�sh, nostr�ls d�stended and ears pressed back from fear, kept up
for a few seconds near N�k�ta’s shoulder and then began to fall
beh�nd.

‘Just see what l�quor does!’ sa�d N�k�ta. ‘They’ve t�red that l�ttle
horse to death. What pagans!’

For a few m�nutes they heard the pant�ng of the t�red l�ttle horse
and the drunken shout�ng of the peasants. Then the pant�ng and the
shouts d�ed away, and around them noth�ng could be heard but the
wh�stl�ng of the w�nd �n the�r ears and now and then the squeak of
the�r sledge-runners over a w�ndswept part of the road.

Th�s encounter cheered and enl�vened Vas�l� Andreev�ch, and he
drove on more boldly w�thout exam�n�ng the way-marks, urg�ng on
the horse and trust�ng to h�m.

N�k�ta had noth�ng to do, and as usual �n such c�rcumstances he
drowsed, mak�ng up for much sleepless t�me. Suddenly the horse
stopped and N�k�ta nearly fell forward onto h�s nose.

‘You know we’re off the track aga�n!’ sa�d Vas�l� Andreev�ch.
‘How’s that?’
‘Why, there are no way-marks to be seen. We must have got off

the road aga�n.’
‘Well, �f we’ve lost the road we must f�nd �t,’ sa�d N�k�ta curtly, and

gett�ng out and stepp�ng l�ghtly on h�s p�geon-toed feet he started
once more go�ng about on the snow.

He walked about for a long t�me, now d�sappear�ng and now
reappear�ng, and f�nally he came back.

‘There �s no road here. There may be farther on,’ he sa�d, gett�ng
�nto the sledge.



It was already grow�ng dark. The snow-storm had not �ncreased
but had also not subs�ded.

‘If we could only hear those peasants!’ sa�d Vas�l� Andreev�ch.
‘Well they haven’t caught us up. We must have gone far astray. Or

maybe they have lost the�r way too.’
‘Where are we to go then?’ asked Vas�l� Andreev�ch.
‘Why, we must let the horse take �ts own way,’ sa�d N�k�ta. ‘He w�ll

take us r�ght. Let me have the re�ns.’
Vas�l� Andreev�ch gave h�m the re�ns, the more w�ll�ngly because

h�s hands were beg�nn�ng to feel frozen �n h�s th�ck gloves.
N�k�ta took the re�ns, but only held them, try�ng not to shake them

and rejo�c�ng at h�s favour�te’s sagac�ty. And �ndeed the clever horse,
turn�ng f�rst one ear and then the other now to one s�de and then to
the other, began to wheel round.

‘The one th�ng he can’t do �s to talk,’ N�k�ta kept say�ng. ‘See what
he �s do�ng! Go on, go on! You know best. That’s �t, that’s �t!’

The w�nd was now blow�ng from beh�nd and �t felt warmer.
‘Yes, he’s clever,’ N�k�ta cont�nued, adm�r�ng the horse. ‘A K�rg�z

horse �s strong but stup�d. But th�s one—just see what he’s do�ng
w�th h�s ears! He doesn’t need any telegraph. He can scent a m�le
off.’

Before another half-hour had passed they saw someth�ng dark
ahead of them—a wood or a v�llage—and stakes aga�n appeared to
the r�ght. They had ev�dently come out onto the road.

‘Why, that’s Gr�shk�no aga�n!’ N�k�ta suddenly excla�med.
And �ndeed, there on the�r left was that same barn w�th the snow

fly�ng from �t, and farther on the same l�ne w�th the frozen wash�ng,
sh�rts and trousers, wh�ch st�ll fluttered desperately �n the w�nd.

Aga�n they drove �nto the street and aga�n �t grew qu�et, warm, and
cheerful, and aga�n they could see the manure-sta�ned street and
hear vo�ces and songs and the bark�ng of a dog. It was already so
dark that there were l�ghts �n some of the w�ndows.

Half-way through the v�llage Vas�l� Andreev�ch turned the horse
towards a large double-fronted br�ck house and stopped at the



porch.
N�k�ta went to the l�ghted snow-covered w�ndow, �n the rays of

wh�ch fly�ng snow-flakes gl�ttered, and knocked at �t w�th h�s wh�p.
‘Who �s there?’ a vo�ce repl�ed to h�s knock.
‘From Kresty, the Brekhunovs, dear fellow,’ answered N�k�ta. ‘Just

come out for a m�nute.’
Someone moved from the w�ndow, and a m�nute or two later there

was the sound of the passage door as �t came unstuck, then the
latch of the outs�de door cl�cked and a tall wh�te-bearded peasant,
w�th a sheepsk�n coat thrown over h�s wh�te hol�day sh�rt, pushed h�s
way out hold�ng the door f�rmly aga�nst the w�nd, followed by a lad �n
a red sh�rt and h�gh leather boots.

‘Is that you, Andreev�ch?’ asked the old man.
‘Yes, fr�end, we’ve gone astray,’ sa�d Vas�l� Andreev�ch. ‘We

wanted to get to Goryachk�n but found ourselves here. We went a
second t�me but lost our way aga�n.’

‘Just see how you have gone astray!’ sa�d the old man.
‘Petrushka, go and open the gate!’ he added, turn�ng to the lad �n the
red sh�rt.

‘All r�ght,’ sa�d the lad �n a cheerful vo�ce, and ran back �nto the
passage.

‘But we’re not stay�ng the n�ght,’ sa�d Vas�l� Andreev�ch.
‘Where w�ll you go �n the n�ght? You’d better stay!’
‘I’d be glad to, but I must go on. It’s bus�ness, and �t can’t be

helped.’
‘Well, warm yourself at least. The samovar �s just ready.’
‘Warm myself? Yes, I’ll do that,’ sa�d Vas�l� Andreev�ch. ‘It won’t get

darker. The moon w�ll r�se and �t w�ll be l�ghter. Let’s go �n and warm
ourselves, N�k�ta.’

‘Well, why not? Let us warm ourselves,’ repl�ed N�k�ta, who was
st�ff w�th cold and anx�ous to warm h�s frozen l�mbs.

Vas�l� Andreev�ch went �nto the room w�th the old man, and N�k�ta
drove through the gate opened for h�m by Petrushka, by whose
adv�ce he backed the horse under the penthouse. The ground was



covered w�th manure and the tall bow over the horse’s head caught
aga�nst the beam. The hens and the cock had already settled to
roost there, and clucked peev�shly, cl�ng�ng to the beam w�th the�r
claws. The d�sturbed sheep sh�ed and rushed as�de trampl�ng the
frozen manure w�th the�r hooves. The dog yelped desperately w�th
fr�ght and anger and then burst out bark�ng l�ke a puppy at the
stranger.

N�k�ta talked to them all, excused h�mself to the fowls and assured
them that he would not d�sturb them aga�n, rebuked the sheep for
be�ng fr�ghtened w�thout know�ng why, and kept sooth�ng the dog,
wh�le he t�ed up the horse.

‘Now that w�ll be all r�ght,’ he sa�d, knock�ng the snow off h�s
clothes. ‘Just hear how he barks!’ he added, turn�ng to the dog. ‘Be
qu�et, stup�d! Be qu�et. You are only troubl�ng yourself for noth�ng.
We’re not th�eves, we’re fr�ends....’

‘And these are, �t’s sa�d, the three domest�c counsellors,’ remarked
the lad, and w�th h�s strong arms he pushed under the pent-roof the
sledge that had rema�ned outs�de.

‘Why counsellors?’ asked N�k�ta.
‘That’s what �s pr�nted �n Paulson. A th�ef creeps to a house—the

dog barks, that means “Be on your guard!” The cock crows, that
means, “Get up!” The cat l�cks herself—that means, “A welcome
guest �s com�ng. Get ready to rece�ve h�m!”’ sa�d the lad w�th a sm�le.

Petrushka could read and wr�te and knew Paulson’s pr�mer, h�s
only book, almost by heart, and he was fond of quot�ng say�ngs from
�t that he thought su�ted the occas�on, espec�ally when he had had
someth�ng to dr�nk, as to-day.

‘That’s so,’ sa�d N�k�ta.
‘You must be ch�lled through and through,’ sa�d Petrushka.
‘Yes, I am rather,’ sa�d N�k�ta, and they went across the yard and

the passage �nto the house.





IV
The household to wh�ch Vas�l� Andreev�ch had come was one of

the r�chest �n the v�llage. The fam�ly had f�ve allotments, bes�des
rent�ng other land. They had s�x horses, three cows, two calves, and
some twenty sheep. There were twenty-two members belong�ng to
the homestead: four marr�ed sons, s�x grandch�ldren (one of whom,
Petrushka, was marr�ed), two great-grandch�ldren, three orphans,
and four daughters-�n-law w�th the�r bab�es. It was one of the few
homesteads that rema�ned st�ll und�v�ded, but even here the dull
�nternal work of d�s�ntegrat�on wh�ch would �nev�tably lead to
separat�on had already begun, start�ng as usual among the women.
Two sons were l�v�ng �n Moscow as water-carr�ers, and one was �n
the army. At home now were the old man and h�s w�fe, the�r second
son who managed the homestead, the eldest who had come from
Moscow for the hol�day, and all the women and ch�ldren. Bes�des
these members of the fam�ly there was a v�s�tor, a ne�ghbour who
was godfather to one of the ch�ldren.

Over the table �n the room hung a lamp w�th a shade, wh�ch
br�ghtly l�t up the tea-th�ngs, a bottle of vodka, and some
refreshments, bes�des �llum�nat�ng the br�ck walls, wh�ch �n the far
corner were hung w�th �cons on both s�des of wh�ch were p�ctures. At
the head of the table sat Vas�l� Andreev�ch �n a black sheepsk�n coat,
suck�ng h�s frozen moustache and observ�ng the room and the
people around h�m w�th h�s prom�nent hawk-l�ke eyes. W�th h�m sat
the old, bald, wh�te-bearded master of the house �n a wh�te
homespun sh�rt, and next h�m the son home from Moscow for the
hol�day—a man w�th a sturdy back and powerful shoulders and clad
�n a th�n pr�nt sh�rt—then the second son, also broad-shouldered,
who acted as head of the house, and then a lean red-ha�red peasant
—the ne�ghbour.

Hav�ng had a dr�nk of vodka and someth�ng to eat, they were
about to take tea, and the samovar stand�ng on the floor bes�de the



br�ck oven was already humm�ng. The ch�ldren could be seen �n the
top bunks and on the top of the oven. A woman sat on a lower bunk
w�th a cradle bes�de her. The old housew�fe, her face covered w�th
wr�nkles wh�ch wr�nkled even her l�ps, was wa�t�ng on Vas�l�
Andreev�ch.

As N�k�ta entered the house she was offer�ng her guest a small
tumbler of th�ck glass wh�ch she had just f�lled w�th vodka.

‘Don’t refuse, Vas�l� Andreev�ch, you mustn’t! W�sh us a merry
feast. Dr�nk �t, dear!’ she sa�d.

The s�ght and smell of vodka, espec�ally now when he was ch�lled
through and t�red out, much d�sturbed N�k�ta’s m�nd. He frowned, and
hav�ng shaken the snow off h�s cap and coat, stopped �n front of the
�cons as �f not see�ng anyone, crossed h�mself three t�mes, and
bowed to the �cons. Then, turn�ng to the old master of the house and
bow�ng f�rst to h�m, then to all those at table, then to the women who
stood by the oven, and mutter�ng: ‘A merry hol�day!’ he began tak�ng
off h�s outer th�ngs w�thout look�ng at the table.

‘Why, you’re all covered w�th hoar-frost, old fellow!’ sa�d the eldest
brother, look�ng at N�k�ta’s snow-covered face, eyes, and beard.

N�k�ta took off h�s coat, shook �t aga�n, hung �t up bes�de the oven,
and came up to the table. He too was offered vodka. He went
through a moment of pa�nful hes�tat�on and nearly took up the glass
and empt�ed the clear fragrant l�qu�d down h�s throat, but he glanced
at Vas�l� Andreev�ch, remembered h�s oath and the boots that he had
sold for dr�nk, recalled the cooper, remembered h�s son for whom he
had prom�sed to buy a horse by spr�ng, s�ghed, and decl�ned �t.

‘I don’t dr�nk, thank you k�ndly,’ he sa�d frown�ng, and sat down on
a bench near the second w�ndow.

‘How’s that?’ asked the eldest brother.
‘I just don’t dr�nk,’ repl�ed N�k�ta w�thout l�ft�ng h�s eyes but look�ng

askance at h�s scanty beard and moustache and gett�ng the �c�cles
out of them.

‘It’s not good for h�m,’ sa�d Vas�l� Andreev�ch, munch�ng a cracknel
after empty�ng h�s glass.



‘Well, then, have some tea,’ sa�d the k�ndly old hostess. ‘You must
be ch�lled through, good soul. Why are you women dawdl�ng so w�th
the samovar?’

‘It �s ready,’ sa�d one of the young women, and after fl�ck�ng w�th
her apron the top of the samovar wh�ch was now bo�l�ng over, she
carr�ed �t w�th an effort to the table, ra�sed �t, and set �t down w�th a
thud.

Meanwh�le Vas�l� Andreev�ch was tell�ng how he had lost h�s way,
how they had come back tw�ce to th�s same v�llage, and how they
had gone astray and had met some drunken peasants. The�r hosts
were surpr�sed, expla�ned where and why they had m�ssed the�r way,
sa�d who the t�psy people they had met were, and told them how
they ought to go.

‘A l�ttle ch�ld could f�nd the way to Molchanovka from here. All you
have to do �s to take the r�ght turn�ng from the h�gh road. There’s a
bush you can see just there. But you d�dn’t even get that far!’ sa�d
the ne�ghbour.

‘You’d better stay the n�ght. The women w�ll make up beds for
you,’ sa�d the old woman persuas�vely.

‘You could go on �n the morn�ng and �t would be pleasanter,’ sa�d
the old man, conf�rm�ng what h�s w�fe had sa�d.

‘I can’t, fr�end. Bus�ness!’ sa�d Vas�l� Andreev�ch. ‘Lose an hour
and you can’t catch �t up �n a year,’ he added, remember�ng the
grove and the dealers who m�ght snatch that deal from h�m. ‘We
shall get there, shan’t we?’ he sa�d, turn�ng to N�k�ta.

N�k�ta d�d not answer for some t�me, apparently st�ll �ntent on
thaw�ng out h�s beard and moustache.

‘If only we don’t go astray aga�n,’ he repl�ed gloom�ly. He was
gloomy because he pass�onately longed for some vodka, and the
only th�ng that could assuage that long�ng was tea and he had not
yet been offered any.

‘But we have only to reach the turn�ng and then we shan’t go
wrong. The road w�ll be through the forest the whole way,’ sa�d Vas�l�
Andreev�ch.



‘It’s just as you please, Vas�l� Andreev�ch. If we’re to go, let us go,’
sa�d N�k�ta, tak�ng the glass of tea he was offered.

‘We’ll dr�nk our tea and be off.’
N�k�ta sa�d noth�ng but only shook h�s head, and carefully pour�ng

some tea �nto h�s saucer began warm�ng h�s hands, the f�ngers of
wh�ch were always swollen w�th hard work, over the steam. Then,
b�t�ng off a t�ny b�t of sugar, he bowed to h�s hosts, sa�d, ‘Your health!’
and drew �n the steam�ng l�qu�d.

‘If somebody would see us as far as the turn�ng,’ sa�d Vas�l�
Andreev�ch.

‘Well, we can do that,’ sa�d the eldest son. ‘Petrushka w�ll harness
and go that far w�th you.’

‘Well, then, put �n the horse, lad, and I shall be thankful to you for
�t.’

‘Oh, what for, dear man?’ sa�d the k�ndly old woman. ‘We are
heart�ly glad to do �t.’

‘Petrushka, go and put �n the mare,’ sa�d the eldest brother.
‘All r�ght,’ repl�ed Petrushka w�th a sm�le, and promptly snatch�ng

h�s cap down from a na�l he ran away to harness.
Wh�le the horse was be�ng harnessed the talk returned to the po�nt

at wh�ch �t had stopped when Vas�l� Andreev�ch drove up to the
w�ndow. The old man had been compla�n�ng to h�s ne�ghbour, the
v�llage elder, about h�s th�rd son who had not sent h�m anyth�ng for
the hol�day though he had sent a French shawl to h�s w�fe.

‘The young people are gett�ng out of hand,’ sa�d the old man.
‘And how they do!’ sa�d the ne�ghbour. ‘There’s no manag�ng

them! They know too much. There’s Demochk�n now, who broke h�s
father’s arm. It’s all from be�ng too clever, �t seems.’

N�k�ta l�stened, watched the�r faces, and ev�dently would have l�ked
to share �n the conversat�on, but he was too busy dr�nk�ng h�s tea
and only nodded h�s head approv�ngly. He empt�ed one tumbler after
another and grew warmer and warmer and more and more
comfortable. The talk cont�nued on the same subject for a long t�me
—the harmfulness of a household d�v�d�ng up—and �t was clearly not



an abstract d�scuss�on but concerned the quest�on of a separat�on �n
that house; a separat�on demanded by the second son who sat there
morosely s�lent.

It was ev�dently a sore subject and absorbed them all, but out of
propr�ety they d�d not d�scuss the�r pr�vate affa�rs before strangers. At
last, however, the old man could not restra�n h�mself, and w�th tears
�n h�s eyes declared that he would not consent to a break-up of the
fam�ly dur�ng h�s l�fet�me, that h�s house was prosper�ng, thank God,
but that �f they separated they would all have to go begg�ng.

‘Just l�ke the Matveevs,’ sa�d the ne�ghbour. ‘They used to have a
proper house, but now they’ve spl�t up none of them has anyth�ng.’

‘And that �s what you want to happen to us,’ sa�d the old man,
turn�ng to h�s son.

The son made no reply and there was an awkward pause. The
s�lence was broken by Petrushka, who hav�ng harnessed the horse
had returned to the hut a few m�nutes before th�s and had been
l�sten�ng all the t�me w�th a sm�le.

‘There’s a fable about that �n Paulson,’ he sa�d. ‘A father gave h�s
sons a broom to break. At f�rst they could not break �t, but when they
took �t tw�g by tw�g they broke �t eas�ly. And �t’s the same here,’ and
he gave a broad sm�le. ‘I’m ready!’ he added.

‘If you’re ready, let’s go,’ sa�d Vas�l� Andreev�ch. ‘And as to
separat�ng, don’t you allow �t, Grandfather. You got everyth�ng
together and you’re the master. Go to the Just�ce of the Peace. He’ll
say how th�ngs should be done.’

‘He carr�es on so, carr�es on so,’ the old man cont�nued �n a
wh�n�ng tone. ‘There’s no do�ng anyth�ng w�th h�m. It’s as �f the dev�l
possessed h�m.’

N�k�ta hav�ng meanwh�le f�n�shed h�s f�fth tumbler of tea la�d �t on
�ts s�de �nstead of turn�ng �t ups�de down, hop�ng to be offered a s�xth
glass. But there was no more water �n the samovar, so the hostess
d�d not f�ll �t up for h�m. Bes�des, Vas�l� Andreev�ch was putt�ng h�s
th�ngs on, so there was noth�ng for �t but for N�k�ta to get up too, put
back �nto the sugar-bas�n the lump of sugar he had n�bbled all round,



w�pe h�s persp�r�ng face w�th the sk�rt of h�s sheepsk�n, and go to put
on h�s overcoat.

Hav�ng put �t on he s�ghed deeply, thanked h�s hosts, sa�d good-
bye, and went out of the warm br�ght room �nto the cold dark
passage, through wh�ch the w�nd was howl�ng and where snow was
blow�ng through the cracks of the shak�ng door, and from there �nto
the yard.

Petrushka stood �n h�s sheepsk�n �n the m�ddle of the yard by h�s
horse, repeat�ng some l�nes from Paulson’s pr�mer. He sa�d w�th a
sm�le:
     ‘Storms with mist the sky conceal, 
     Snowy circles wheeling wild. 
     Now like savage beast ‘twill howl, 
     And now ‘tis wailing like a child.’ 

N�k�ta nodded approv�ngly as he arranged the re�ns.
The old man, see�ng Vas�l� Andreev�ch off, brought a lantern �nto

the passage to show h�m a l�ght, but �t was blown out at once. And
even �n the yard �t was ev�dent that the snowstorm had become more
v�olent.

‘Well, th�s �s weather!’ thought Vas�l� Andreev�ch. ‘Perhaps we may
not get there after all. But there �s noth�ng to be done. Bus�ness!
Bes�des, we have got ready, our host’s horse has been harnessed,
and we’ll get there w�th God’s help!’

The�r aged host also thought they ought not to go, but he had
already tr�ed to persuade them to stay and had not been l�stened to.

‘It’s no use ask�ng them aga�n. Maybe my age makes me t�m�d.
They’ll get there all r�ght, and at least we shall get to bed �n good
t�me and w�thout any fuss,’ he thought.

Petrushka d�d not th�nk of danger. He knew the road and the whole
d�str�ct so well, and the l�nes about ‘snowy c�rcles wheel�ng w�ld’
descr�bed what was happen�ng outs�de so aptly that �t cheered h�m
up. N�k�ta d�d not w�sh to go at all, but he had been accustomed not
to have h�s own way and to serve others for so long that there was
no one to h�nder the depart�ng travellers.





V
Vas�l� Andreev�ch went over to h�s sledge, found �t w�th d�ff�culty �n

the darkness, cl�mbed �n and took the re�ns.
‘Go on �n front!’ he cr�ed.
Petrushka kneel�ng �n h�s low sledge started h�s horse. Mukhorty,

who had been ne�gh�ng for some t�me past, now scent�ng a mare
ahead of h�m started after her, and they drove out �nto the street.
They drove aga�n through the outsk�rts of the v�llage and along the
same road, past the yard where the frozen l�nen had hung (wh�ch,
however, was no longer to be seen), past the same barn, wh�ch was
now snowed up almost to the roof and from wh�ch the snow was st�ll
endlessly pour�ng past the same d�smally moan�ng, wh�stl�ng, and
sway�ng w�llows, and aga�n entered �nto the sea of bluster�ng snow
rag�ng from above and below. The w�nd was so strong that when �t
blew from the s�de and the travellers steered aga�nst �t, �t t�lted the
sledges and turned the horses to one s�de. Petrushka drove h�s good
mare �n front at a br�sk trot and kept shout�ng lust�ly. Mukhorty
pressed after her.

After travell�ng so for about ten m�nutes, Petrushka turned round
and shouted someth�ng. Ne�ther Vas�l� Andreev�ch nor N�k�ta could
hear anyth�ng because of the w�nd, but they guessed that they had
arr�ved at the turn�ng. In fact Petrushka had turned to the r�ght, and
now the w�nd that had blown from the s�de blew stra�ght �n the�r
faces, and through the snow they saw someth�ng dark on the�r r�ght.
It was the bush at the turn�ng.

‘Well now, God speed you!’
‘Thank you, Petrushka!’
‘Storms w�th m�st the sky conceal!’ shouted Petrushka as he

d�sappeared.
‘There’s a poet for you!’ muttered Vas�l� Andreev�ch, pull�ng at the

re�ns.



‘Yes, a f�ne lad—a true peasant,’ sa�d N�k�ta.
They drove on.
N�k�ta, wrapp�ng h�s coat closely about h�m and press�ng h�s head

down so close to h�s shoulders that h�s short beard covered h�s
throat, sat s�lently, try�ng not to lose the warmth he had obta�ned
wh�le dr�nk�ng tea �n the house. Before h�m he saw the stra�ght l�nes
of the shafts wh�ch constantly dece�ved h�m �nto th�nk�ng they were
on a well-travelled road, and the horse’s sway�ng crupper w�th h�s
knotted ta�l blown to one s�de, and farther ahead the h�gh shaft-bow
and the sway�ng head and neck of the horse w�th �ts wav�ng mane.
Now and then he caught s�ght of a way-s�gn, so that he knew they
were st�ll on a road and that there was noth�ng for h�m to be
concerned about.

Vas�l� Andreev�ch drove on, leav�ng �t to the horse to keep to the
road. But Mukhorty, though he had had a breath�ng-space �n the
v�llage, ran reluctantly, and seemed now and then to get off the road,
so that Vas�l� Andreev�ch had repeatedly to correct h�m.

‘Here’s a stake to the r�ght, and another, and here’s a th�rd,’ Vas�l�
Andreev�ch counted, ‘and here �n front �s the forest,’ thought he, as
he looked at someth�ng dark �n front of h�m. But what had seemed to
h�m a forest was only a bush. They passed the bush and drove on
for another hundred yards but there was no fourth way-mark nor any
forest.

‘We must reach the forest soon,’ thought Vas�l� Andreev�ch, and
an�mated by the vodka and the tea he d�d not stop but shook the
re�ns, and the good obed�ent horse responded, now ambl�ng, now
slowly trott�ng �n the d�rect�on �n wh�ch he was sent, though he knew
that he was not go�ng the r�ght way. Ten m�nutes went by, but there
was st�ll no forest.

‘There now, we must be astray aga�n,’ sa�d Vas�l� Andreev�ch,
pull�ng up.

N�k�ta s�lently got out of the sledge and hold�ng h�s coat, wh�ch the
w�nd now wrapped closely about h�m and now almost tore off,
started to feel about �n the snow, go�ng f�rst to one s�de and then to
the other. Three or four t�mes he was completely lost to s�ght. At last
he returned and took the re�ns from Vas�l� Andreev�ch’s hand.



‘We must go to the r�ght,’ he sa�d sternly and peremptor�ly, as he
turned the horse.

‘Well, �f �t’s to the r�ght, go to the r�ght,’ sa�d Vas�l� Andreev�ch,
y�eld�ng up the re�ns to N�k�ta and thrust�ng h�s freez�ng hands �nto
h�s sleeves.

N�k�ta d�d not reply.
‘Now then, fr�end, st�r yourself!’ he shouted to the horse, but �n

sp�te of the shake of the re�ns Mukhorty moved only at a walk.
The snow �n places was up to h�s knees, and the sledge moved by

f�ts and starts w�th h�s every movement.
N�k�ta took the wh�p that hung over the front of the sledge and

struck h�m once. The good horse, unused to the wh�p, sprang
forward and moved at a trot, but �mmed�ately fell back �nto an amble
and then to a walk. So they went on for f�ve m�nutes. It was dark and
the snow wh�rled from above and rose from below, so that
somet�mes the shaft-bow could not be seen. At t�mes the sledge
seemed to stand st�ll and the f�eld to run backwards. Suddenly the
horse stopped abruptly, ev�dently aware of someth�ng close �n front
of h�m. N�k�ta aga�n sprang l�ghtly out, throw�ng down the re�ns, and
went ahead to see what had brought h�m to a standst�ll, but hardly
had he made a step �n front of the horse before h�s feet sl�pped and
he went roll�ng down an �ncl�ne.

‘Whoa, whoa, whoa!’ he sa�d to h�mself as he fell, and he tr�ed to
stop h�s fall but could not, and only stopped when h�s feet plunged
�nto a th�ck layer of snow that had dr�fted to the bottom of the hollow.

The fr�nge of a dr�ft of snow that hung on the edge of the hollow,
d�sturbed by N�k�ta’s fall, showered down on h�m and got �ns�de h�s
collar.

‘What a th�ng to do!’ sa�d N�k�ta reproachfully, address�ng the dr�ft
and the hollow and shak�ng the snow from under h�s collar.

‘N�k�ta! Hey, N�k�ta!’ shouted Vas�l� Andreev�ch from above.
But N�k�ta d�d not reply. He was too occup�ed �n shak�ng out the

snow and search�ng for the wh�p he had dropped when roll�ng down
the �ncl�ne. Hav�ng found the wh�p he tr�ed to cl�mb stra�ght up the
bank where he had rolled down, but �t was �mposs�ble to do so: he



kept roll�ng down aga�n, and so he had to go along at the foot of the
hollow to f�nd a way up. About seven yards farther on he managed
w�th d�ff�culty to crawl up the �ncl�ne on all fours, then he followed the
edge of the hollow back to the place where the horse should have
been. He could not see e�ther horse or sledge, but as he walked
aga�nst the w�nd he heard Vas�l� Andreev�ch’s shouts and Mukhorty’s
ne�gh�ng, call�ng h�m.

‘I’m com�ng! I’m com�ng! What are you cackl�ng for?’ he muttered.
Only when he had come up to the sledge could he make out the

horse, and Vas�l� Andreev�ch stand�ng bes�de �t and look�ng g�gant�c.
‘Where the dev�l d�d you van�sh to? We must go back, �f only to

Gr�shk�no,’ he began reproach�ng N�k�ta.
‘I’d be glad to get back, Vas�l� Andreev�ch, but wh�ch way are we to

go? There �s such a rav�ne here that �f we once get �n �t we shan’t get
out aga�n. I got stuck so fast there myself that I could hardly get out.’

‘What shall we do, then? We can’t stay here! We must go
somewhere!’ sa�d Vas�l� Andreev�ch.

N�k�ta sa�d noth�ng. He seated h�mself �n the sledge w�th h�s back
to the w�nd, took off h�s boots, shook out the snow that had got �nto
them, and tak�ng some straw from the bottom of the sledge, carefully
plugged w�th �t a hole �n h�s left boot.

Vas�l� Andreev�ch rema�ned s�lent, as though now leav�ng
everyth�ng to N�k�ta. Hav�ng put h�s boots on aga�n, N�k�ta drew h�s
feet �nto the sledge, put on h�s m�ttens and took up the re�ns, and
d�rected the horse along the s�de of the rav�ne. But they had not
gone a hundred yards before the horse aga�n stopped short. The
rav�ne was �n front of h�m aga�n.

N�k�ta aga�n cl�mbed out and aga�n trudged about �n the snow. He
d�d th�s for a cons�derable t�me and at last appeared from the
oppos�te s�de to that from wh�ch he had started.

‘Vas�l� Andreev�ch, are you al�ve?’ he called out.
‘Here!’ repl�ed Vas�l� Andreev�ch. ‘Well, what now?’
‘I can’t make anyth�ng out. It’s too dark. There’s noth�ng but

rav�nes. We must dr�ve aga�nst the w�nd aga�n.’



They set off once more. Aga�n N�k�ta went stumbl�ng through the
snow, aga�n he fell �n, aga�n cl�mbed out and trudged about, and at
last qu�te out of breath he sat down bes�de the sledge.

‘Well, how now?’ asked Vas�l� Andreev�ch.
‘Why, I am qu�te worn out and the horse won’t go.’
‘Then what’s to be done?’
‘Why, wa�t a m�nute.’
N�k�ta went away aga�n but soon returned.
‘Follow me!’ he sa�d, go�ng �n front of the horse.
Vas�l� Andreev�ch no longer gave orders but �mpl�c�tly d�d what

N�k�ta told h�m.
‘Here, follow me!’ N�k�ta shouted, stepp�ng qu�ckly to the r�ght, and

se�z�ng the re�n he led Mukhorty down towards a snow-dr�ft.
At f�rst the horse held back, then he jerked forward, hop�ng to leap

the dr�ft, but he had not the strength and sank �nto �t up to h�s collar.
‘Get out!’ N�k�ta called to Vas�l� Andreev�ch who st�ll sat �n the

sledge, and tak�ng hold of one shaft he moved the sledge closer to
the horse. ‘It’s hard, brother!’ he sa�d to Mukhorty, ‘but �t can’t be
helped. Make an effort! Now, now, just a l�ttle one!’ he shouted.

The horse gave a tug, then another, but fa�led to clear h�mself and
settled down aga�n as �f cons�der�ng someth�ng.

‘Now, brother, th�s won’t do!’ N�k�ta admon�shed h�m. ‘Now once
more!’

Aga�n N�k�ta tugged at the shaft on h�s s�de, and Vas�l� Andreev�ch
d�d the same on the other.

Mukhorty l�fted h�s head and then gave a sudden jerk.
‘That’s �t! That’s �t!’ cr�ed N�k�ta. ‘Don’t be afra�d—you won’t s�nk!’
One plunge, another, and a th�rd, and at last Mukhorty was out of

the snow-dr�ft, and stood st�ll, breath�ng heav�ly and shak�ng the
snow off h�mself. N�k�ta w�shed to lead h�m farther, but Vas�l�
Andreev�ch, �n h�s two fur coats, was so out of breath that he could
not walk farther and dropped �nto the sledge.



‘Let me get my breath!’ he sa�d, unfasten�ng the kerch�ef w�th
wh�ch he had t�ed the collar of h�s fur coat at the v�llage.

‘It’s all r�ght here. You l�e there,’ sa�d N�k�ta. ‘I w�ll lead h�m along.’
And w�th Vas�l� Andreev�ch �n the sledge he led the horse by the
br�dle about ten paces down and then up a sl�ght r�se, and stopped.

The place where N�k�ta had stopped was not completely �n the
hollow where the snow sweep�ng down from the h�llocks m�ght have
bur�ed them altogether, but st�ll �t was partly sheltered from the w�nd
by the s�de of the rav�ne. There were moments when the w�nd
seemed to abate a l�ttle, but that d�d not last long and as �f to make
up for that resp�te the storm swept down w�th tenfold v�gour and tore
and wh�rled the more f�ercely. Such a gust struck them at the
moment when Vas�l� Andreev�ch, hav�ng recovered h�s breath, got
out of the sledge and went up to N�k�ta to consult h�m as to what they
should do. They both bent down �nvoluntar�ly and wa�ted t�ll the
v�olence of the squall should have passed. Mukhorty too la�d back
h�s ears and shook h�s head d�scontentedly. As soon as the v�olence
of the blast had abated a l�ttle, N�k�ta took off h�s m�ttens, stuck them
�nto h�s belt, breathed onto h�s hands, and began to undo the straps
of the shaft-bow.

‘What’s that you are do�ng there?’ asked Vas�l� Andreev�ch.
‘Unharness�ng. What else �s there to do? I have no strength left,’

sa�d N�k�ta as though excus�ng h�mself.
‘Can’t we dr�ve somewhere?’
‘No, we can’t. We shall only k�ll the horse. Why, the poor beast �s

not h�mself now,’ sa�d N�k�ta, po�nt�ng to the horse, wh�ch was
stand�ng subm�ss�vely wa�t�ng for what m�ght come, w�th h�s steep
wet s�des heav�ng heav�ly. ‘We shall have to stay the n�ght here,’ he
sa�d, as �f prepar�ng to spend the n�ght at an �nn, and he proceeded
to unfasten the collar-straps. The buckles came undone.

‘But shan’t we be frozen?’ remarked Vas�l� Andreev�ch.
‘Well, �f we are we can’t help �t,’ sa�d N�k�ta.



VI
Although Vas�l� Andreev�ch felt qu�te warm �n h�s two fur coats,

espec�ally after struggl�ng �n the snow-dr�ft, a cold sh�ver ran down
h�s back on real�z�ng that he must really spend the n�ght where they
were. To calm h�mself he sat down �n the sledge and got out h�s
c�garettes and matches.

N�k�ta meanwh�le unharnessed Mukhorty. He unstrapped the belly-
band and the back-band, took away the re�ns, loosened the collar-
strap, and removed the shaft-bow, talk�ng to h�m all the t�me to
encourage h�m.

‘Now come out! come out!’ he sa�d, lead�ng h�m clear of the shafts.
‘Now we’ll t�e you up here and I’ll put down some straw and take off
your br�dle. When you’ve had a b�te you’ll feel more cheerful.’

But Mukhorty was restless and ev�dently not comforted by N�k�ta’s
remarks. He stepped now on one foot and now on another, and
pressed close aga�nst the sledge, turn�ng h�s back to the w�nd and
rubb�ng h�s head on N�k�ta’s sleeve. Then, as �f not to pa�n N�k�ta by
refus�ng h�s offer of the straw he put before h�m, he hurr�edly
snatched a w�sp out of the sledge, but �mmed�ately dec�ded that �t
was now no t�me to th�nk of straw and threw �t down, and the w�nd
�nstantly scattered �t, carr�ed �t away, and covered �t w�th snow.

‘Now we w�ll set up a s�gnal,’ sa�d N�k�ta, and turn�ng the front of
the sledge to the w�nd he t�ed the shafts together w�th a strap and set
them up on end �n front of the sledge. ‘There now, when the snow
covers us up, good folk w�ll see the shafts and d�g us out,’ he sa�d,
slapp�ng h�s m�ttens together and putt�ng them on. ‘That’s what the
old folk taught us!’

Vas�l� Andreev�ch meanwh�le had unfastened h�s coat, and hold�ng
�ts sk�rts up for shelter, struck one sulphur match after another on the
steel box. But h�s hands trembled, and one match after another
e�ther d�d not k�ndle or was blown out by the w�nd just as he was



l�ft�ng �t to the c�garette. At last a match d�d burn up, and �ts flame l�t
up for a moment the fur of h�s coat, h�s hand w�th the gold r�ng on the
bent foref�nger, and the snow-spr�nkled oat-straw that stuck out from
under the drugget. The c�garette l�ghted, he eagerly took a wh�ff or
two, �nhaled the smoke, let �t out through h�s moustache, and would
have �nhaled aga�n, but the w�nd tore off the burn�ng tobacco and
wh�rled �t away as �t had done the straw.

But even these few puffs had cheered h�m.
‘If we must spend the n�ght here, we must!’ he sa�d w�th dec�s�on.

‘Wa�t a b�t, I’ll arrange a flag as well,’ he added, p�ck�ng up the
kerch�ef wh�ch he had thrown down �n the sledge after tak�ng �t from
round h�s collar, and draw�ng off h�s gloves and stand�ng up on the
front of the sledge and stretch�ng h�mself to reach the strap, he t�ed
the handkerch�ef to �t w�th a t�ght knot.

The kerch�ef �mmed�ately began to flutter w�ldly, now cl�ng�ng
round the shaft, now suddenly stream�ng out, stretch�ng and
flapp�ng.

‘Just see what a f�ne flag!’ sa�d Vas�l� Andreev�ch, adm�r�ng h�s
hand�work and lett�ng h�mself down �nto the sledge. ‘We should be
warmer together, but there’s not room enough for two,’ he added.

‘I’ll f�nd a place,’ sa�d N�k�ta. ‘But I must cover up the horse f�rst—
he sweated so, poor th�ng. Let go!’ he added, draw�ng the drugget
from under Vas�l� Andreev�ch.

Hav�ng got the drugget he folded �t �n two, and after tak�ng off the
breechband and pad, covered Mukhorty w�th �t.

‘Anyhow �t w�ll be warmer, s�lly!’ he sa�d, putt�ng back the
breechband and the pad on the horse over the drugget. Then hav�ng
f�n�shed that bus�ness he returned to the sledge, and address�ng
Vas�l� Andreev�ch, sa�d: ‘You won’t need the sackcloth, w�ll you? And
let me have some straw.’

And hav�ng taken these th�ngs from under Vas�l� Andreev�ch, N�k�ta
went beh�nd the sledge, dug out a hole for h�mself �n the snow, put
straw �nto �t, wrapped h�s coat well round h�m, covered h�mself w�th
the sackcloth, and pull�ng h�s cap well down seated h�mself on the



straw he had spread, and leant aga�nst the wooden back of the
sledge to shelter h�mself from the w�nd and the snow.

Vas�l� Andreev�ch shook h�s head d�sapprov�ngly at what N�k�ta
was do�ng, as �n general he d�sapproved of the peasant’s stup�d�ty
and lack of educat�on, and he began to settle h�mself down for the
n�ght.

He smoothed the rema�n�ng straw over the bottom of the sledge,
putt�ng more of �t under h�s s�de. Then he thrust h�s hands �nto h�s
sleeves and settled down, shelter�ng h�s head �n the corner of the
sledge from the w�nd �n front.

He d�d not w�sh to sleep. He lay and thought: thought ever of the
one th�ng that const�tuted the sole a�m, mean�ng, pleasure, and pr�de
of h�s l�fe—of how much money he had made and m�ght st�ll make, of
how much other people he knew had made and possessed, and of
how those others had made and were mak�ng �t, and how he, l�ke
them, m�ght st�ll make much more. The purchase of the Goryachk�n
grove was a matter of �mmense �mportance to h�m. By that one deal
he hoped to make perhaps ten thousand rubles. He began mentally
to reckon the value of the wood he had �nspected �n autumn, and on
f�ve acres of wh�ch he had counted all the trees.

‘The oaks w�ll go for sledge-runners. The undergrowth w�ll take
care of �tself, and there’ll st�ll be some th�rty sazheens of f�re-wood
left on each desyat�n,’ sa�d he to h�mself. ‘That means there w�ll be at
least two hundred and twenty-f�ve rubles’ worth left on each
desyat�n. F�fty-s�x desyat��ns means f�fty-s�x hundreds, and f�fty-s�x
hundreds, and f�fty-s�x tens, and another f�fty-s�x tens, and then f�fty-
s�x f�ves....’ He saw that �t came out to more than twelve thousand
rubles, but could not reckon �t up exactly w�thout a count�ng-frame.
‘But I won’t g�ve ten thousand, anyhow. I’ll g�ve about e�ght thousand
w�th a deduct�on on account of the glades. I’ll grease the surveyor’s
palm—g�ve h�m a hundred rubles, or a hundred and f�fty, and he’ll
reckon that there are some f�ve desyat�ns of glade to be deducted.
And he’ll let �t go for e�ght thousand. Three thousand cash down.
That’ll move h�m, no fear!’ he thought, and he pressed h�s pocket-
book w�th h�s forearm.



‘God only knows how we m�ssed the turn�ng. The forest ought to
be there, and a watchman’s hut, and dogs bark�ng. But the damned
th�ngs don’t bark when they’re wanted.’ He turned h�s collar down
from h�s ear and l�stened, but as before only the wh�stl�ng of the w�nd
could be heard, the flapp�ng and flutter�ng of the kerch�ef t�ed to the
shafts, and the pelt�ng of the snow aga�nst the woodwork of the
sledge. He aga�n covered up h�s ear.

‘If I had known I would have stayed the n�ght. Well, no matter, we’ll
get there to-morrow. It’s only one day lost. And the others won’t
travel �n such weather.’ Then he remembered that on the 9th he had
to rece�ve payment from the butcher for h�s oxen. ‘He meant to come
h�mself, but he won’t f�nd me, and my w�fe won’t know how to rece�ve
the money. She doesn’t know the r�ght way of do�ng th�ngs,’ he
thought, recall�ng how at the�r party the day before she had not
known how to treat the pol�ce-off�cer who was the�r guest. ‘Of course
she’s only a woman! Where could she have seen anyth�ng? In my
father’s t�me what was our house l�ke? Just a r�ch peasant’s house:
just an oatm�ll and an �nn—that was the whole property. But what
have I done �n these f�fteen years? A shop, two taverns, a flour-m�ll,
a gra�n-store, two farms leased out, and a house w�th an �ron-roofed
barn,’ he thought proudly. ‘Not as �t was �n Father’s t�me! Who �s
talked of �n the whole d�str�ct now? Brekhunov! And why? Because I
st�ck to bus�ness. I take trouble, not l�ke others who l�e abed or waste
the�r t�me on fool�shness wh�le I don’t sleep of n�ghts. Bl�zzard or no
bl�zzard I start out. So bus�ness gets done. They th�nk money-
mak�ng �s a joke. No, take pa�ns and rack your bra�ns! You get
overtaken out of doors at n�ght, l�ke th�s, or keep awake n�ght after
n�ght t�ll the thoughts wh�rl�ng �n your head make the p�llow turn,’ he
med�tated w�th pr�de. ‘They th�nk people get on through luck. After
all, the M�ronovs are now m�ll�ona�res. And why? Take pa�ns and God
g�ves. If only He grants me health!’

The thought that he m�ght h�mself be a m�ll�ona�re l�ke M�ronov,
who began w�th noth�ng, so exc�ted Vas�l� Andreev�ch that he felt the
need of talk�ng to somebody. But there was no one to talk to.... If
only he could have reached Goryachk�n he would have talked to the
landlord and shown h�m a th�ng or two.



‘Just see how �t blows! It w�ll snow us up so deep that we shan’t be
able to get out �n the morn�ng!’ he thought, l�sten�ng to a gust of w�nd
that blew aga�nst the front of the sledge, bend�ng �t and lash�ng the
snow aga�nst �t. He ra�sed h�mself and looked round. All he could see
through the wh�rl�ng darkness was Mukhorty’s dark head, h�s back
covered by the flutter�ng drugget, and h�s th�ck knotted ta�l; wh�le all
round, �n front and beh�nd, was the same fluctuat�ng wh�ty darkness,
somet�mes seem�ng to get a l�ttle l�ghter and somet�mes grow�ng
denser st�ll.

‘A p�ty I l�stened to N�k�ta,’ he thought. ‘We ought to have dr�ven
on. We should have come out somewhere, �f only back to Gr�shk�no
and stayed the n�ght at Taras’s. As �t �s we must s�t here all n�ght. But
what was I th�nk�ng about? Yes, that God g�ves to those who take
trouble, but not to loafers, l�e-abeds, or fools. I must have a smoke!’

He sat down aga�n, got out h�s c�garette-case, and stretched
h�mself flat on h�s stomach, screen�ng the matches w�th the sk�rt of
h�s coat. But the w�nd found �ts way �n and put out match after match.
At last he got one to burn and l�t a c�garette. He was very glad that
he had managed to do what he wanted, and though the w�nd
smoked more of the c�garette than he d�d, he st�ll got two or three
puffs and felt more cheerful. He aga�n leant back, wrapped h�mself
up, started reflect�ng and remember�ng, and suddenly and qu�te
unexpectedly lost consc�ousness and fell asleep.

Suddenly someth�ng seemed to g�ve h�m a push and awoke h�m.
Whether �t was Mukhorty who had pulled some straw from under
h�m, or whether someth�ng w�th�n h�m had startled h�m, at all events
�t woke h�m, and h�s heart began to beat faster and faster so that the
sledge seemed to tremble under h�m. He opened h�s eyes.
Everyth�ng around h�m was just as before. ‘It looks l�ghter,’ he
thought. ‘I expect �t won’t be long before dawn.’ But he at once
remembered that �t was l�ghter because the moon had r�sen. He sat
up and looked f�rst at the horse. Mukhorty st�ll stood w�th h�s back to
the w�nd, sh�ver�ng all over. One s�de of the drugget, wh�ch was
completely covered w�th snow, had been blown back, the breech�ng
had sl�pped down and the snow-covered head w�th �ts wav�ng
forelock and mane were now more v�s�ble. Vas�l� Andreev�ch leant



over the back of the sledge and looked beh�nd. N�k�ta st�ll sat �n the
same pos�t�on �n wh�ch he had settled h�mself. The sack�ng w�th
wh�ch he was covered, and h�s legs, were th�ckly covered w�th snow.

‘If only that peasant doesn’t freeze to death! H�s clothes are so
wretched. I may be held respons�ble for h�m. What sh�ftless people
they are—such a want of educat�on,’ thought Vas�l� Andreev�ch, and
he felt l�ke tak�ng the drugget off the horse and putt�ng �t over N�k�ta,
but �t would be very cold to get out and move about and, moreover,
the horse m�ght freeze to death. ‘Why d�d I br�ng h�m w�th me? It was
all her stup�d�ty!’ he thought, recall�ng h�s unloved w�fe, and he rolled
over �nto h�s old place at the front part of the sledge. ‘My uncle once
spent a whole n�ght l�ke th�s,’ he reflected, ‘and was all r�ght.’ But
another case came at once to h�s m�nd. ‘But when they dug
Sebast�an out he was dead—st�ff l�ke a frozen carcass. If I’d only
stopped the n�ght �n Gr�shk�no all th�s would not have happened!’

And wrapp�ng h�s coat carefully round h�m so that none of the
warmth of the fur should be wasted but should warm h�m all over,
neck, knees, and feet, he shut h�s eyes and tr�ed to sleep aga�n. But
try as he would he could not get drowsy, on the contrary he felt w�de
awake and an�mated. Aga�n he began count�ng h�s ga�ns and the
debts due to h�m, aga�n he began bragg�ng to h�mself and feel�ng
pleased w�th h�mself and h�s pos�t�on, but all th�s was cont�nually
d�sturbed by a stealth�ly approach�ng fear and by the unpleasant
regret that he had not rema�ned �n Gr�shk�no.

‘How d�fferent �t would be to be ly�ng warm on a bench!’
He turned over several t�mes �n h�s attempts to get �nto a more

comfortable pos�t�on more sheltered from the w�nd, he wrapped up
h�s legs closer, shut h�s eyes, and lay st�ll. But e�ther h�s legs �n the�r
strong felt boots began to ache from be�ng bent �n one pos�t�on, or
the w�nd blew �n somewhere, and after ly�ng st�ll for a short t�me he
aga�n began to recall the d�sturb�ng fact that he m�ght now have
been ly�ng qu�etly �n the warm hut at Gr�shk�no. He aga�n sat up,
turned about, muffled h�mself up, and settled down once more.

Once he fanc�ed that he heard a d�stant cock-crow. He felt glad,
turned down h�s coat-collar and l�stened w�th stra�ned attent�on, but
�n sp�te of all h�s efforts noth�ng could be heard but the w�nd wh�stl�ng



between the shafts, the flapp�ng of the kerch�ef, and the snow pelt�ng
aga�nst the frame of the sledge.

N�k�ta sat just as he had done all the t�me, not mov�ng and not
even answer�ng Vas�l� Andreev�ch who had addressed h�m a couple
of t�mes. ‘He doesn’t care a b�t—he’s probably asleep!’ thought Vas�l�
Andreev�ch w�th vexat�on, look�ng beh�nd the sledge at N�k�ta who
was covered w�th a th�ck layer of snow.

Vas�l� Andreev�ch got up and lay down aga�n some twenty t�mes. It
seemed to h�m that the n�ght would never end. ‘It must be gett�ng
near morn�ng,’ he thought, gett�ng up and look�ng around. ‘Let’s have
a look at my watch. It w�ll be cold to unbutton, but �f I only know that
�t’s gett�ng near morn�ng I shall at any rate feel more cheerful. We
could beg�n harness�ng.’

In the depth of h�s heart Vas�l� Andreev�ch knew that �t could not
yet be near morn�ng, but he was grow�ng more and more afra�d, and
w�shed both to get to know and yet to dece�ve h�mself. He carefully
und�d the fasten�ng of h�s sheepsk�n, pushed �n h�s hand, and felt
about for a long t�me before he got to h�s wa�stcoat. W�th great
d�ff�culty he managed to draw out h�s s�lver watch w�th �ts enamelled
flower des�gn, and tr�ed to make out the t�me. He could not see
anyth�ng w�thout a l�ght. Aga�n he went down on h�s knees and
elbows as he had done when he l�ghted a c�garette, got out h�s
matches, and proceeded to str�ke one. Th�s t�me he went to work
more carefully, and feel�ng w�th h�s f�ngers for a match w�th the
largest head and the greatest amount of phosphorus, l�t �t at the f�rst
try. Br�ng�ng the face of the watch under the l�ght he could hardly
bel�eve h�s eyes.... It was only ten m�nutes past twelve. Almost the
whole n�ght was st�ll before h�m.

‘Oh, how long the n�ght �s!’ he thought, feel�ng a cold shudder run
down h�s back, and hav�ng fastened h�s fur coats aga�n and wrapped
h�mself up, he snuggled �nto a corner of the sledge �ntend�ng to wa�t
pat�ently. Suddenly, above the monotonous roar of the w�nd, he
clearly d�st�ngu�shed another new and l�v�ng sound. It stead�ly
strengthened, and hav�ng become qu�te clear d�m�n�shed just as
gradually. Beyond all doubt �t was a wolf, and he was so near that
the movement of h�s jaws as he changed h�s cry was brought down



the w�nd. Vas�l� Andreev�ch turned back the collar of h�s coat and
l�stened attent�vely. Mukhorty too stra�ned to l�sten, mov�ng h�s ears,
and when the wolf had ceased �ts howl�ng he sh�fted from foot to foot
and gave a warn�ng snort. After th�s Vas�l� Andreev�ch could not fall
asleep aga�n or even calm h�mself. The more he tr�ed to th�nk of h�s
accounts, h�s bus�ness, h�s reputat�on, h�s worth and h�s wealth, the
more and more was he mastered by fear, and regrets that he had not
stayed the n�ght at Gr�shk�no dom�nated and m�ngled �n all h�s
thoughts.

‘Dev�l take the forest! Th�ngs were all r�ght w�thout �t, thank God.
Ah, �f we had only put up for the n�ght!’ he sa�d to h�mself. ‘They say
�t’s drunkards that freeze,’ he thought, ‘and I have had some dr�nk.’
And observ�ng h�s sensat�ons he not�ced that he was beg�nn�ng to
sh�ver, w�thout know�ng whether �t was from cold or from fear. He
tr�ed to wrap h�mself up and l�e down as before, but could no longer
do so. He could not stay �n one pos�t�on. He wanted to get up, to do
someth�ng to master the gather�ng fear that was r�s�ng �n h�m and
aga�nst wh�ch he felt h�mself powerless. He aga�n got out h�s
c�garettes and matches, but only three matches were left and they
were bad ones. The phosphorus rubbed off them all w�thout l�ght�ng.

‘The dev�l take you! Damned th�ng! Curse you!’ he muttered, not
know�ng whom or what he was curs�ng, and he flung away the
crushed c�garette. He was about to throw away the matchbox too,
but checked the movement of h�s hand and put the box �n h�s pocket
�nstead. He was se�zed w�th such unrest that he could no longer
rema�n �n one spot. He cl�mbed out of the sledge and stand�ng w�th
h�s back to the w�nd began to sh�ft h�s belt aga�n, fasten�ng �t lower
down �n the wa�st and t�ghten�ng �t.

‘What’s the use of ly�ng and wa�t�ng for death? Better mount the
horse and get away!’ The thought suddenly occurred to h�m. ‘The
horse w�ll move when he has someone on h�s back. As for h�m,’ he
thought of N�k�ta—‘�t’s all the same to h�m whether he l�ves or d�es.
What �s h�s l�fe worth? He won’t grudge h�s l�fe, but I have someth�ng
to l�ve for, thank God.’

He unt�ed the horse, threw the re�ns over h�s neck and tr�ed to
mount, but h�s coats and boots were so heavy that he fa�led. Then



he clambered up �n the sledge and tr�ed to mount from there, but the
sledge t�lted under h�s we�ght, and he fa�led aga�n. At last he drew
Mukhorty nearer to the sledge, caut�ously balanced on one s�de of �t,
and managed to l�e on h�s stomach across the horse’s back. After
ly�ng l�ke that for a wh�le he sh�fted forward once and aga�n, threw a
leg over, and f�nally seated h�mself, support�ng h�s feet on the loose
breech�ng-straps. The shak�ng of the sledge awoke N�k�ta. He ra�sed
h�mself, and �t seemed to Vas�l� Andreev�ch that he sa�d someth�ng.

‘L�sten to such fools as you! Am I to d�e l�ke th�s for noth�ng?’
excla�med Vas�l� Andreev�ch. And tuck�ng the loose sk�rts of h�s fur
coat �n under h�s knees, he turned the horse and rode away from the
sledge �n the d�rect�on �n wh�ch he thought the forest and the
forester’s hut must be.



VII
From the t�me he had covered h�mself w�th the sackcloth and

seated h�mself beh�nd the sledge, N�k�ta had not st�rred. L�ke all
those who l�ve �n touch w�th nature and have known want, he was
pat�ent and could wa�t for hours, even days, w�thout grow�ng restless
or �rr�table. He heard h�s master call h�m, but d�d not answer because
he d�d not want to move or talk. Though he st�ll felt some warmth
from the tea he had drunk and from h�s energet�c struggle when
clamber�ng about �n the snowdr�ft, he knew that th�s warmth would
not last long and that he had no strength left to warm h�mself aga�n
by mov�ng about, for he felt as t�red as a horse when �t stops and
refuses to go further �n sp�te of the wh�p, and �ts master sees that �t
must be fed before �t can work aga�n. The foot �n the boot w�th a hole
�n �t had already grown numb, and he could no longer feel h�s b�g
toe. Bes�des that, h�s whole body began to feel colder and colder.

The thought that he m�ght, and very probably would, d�e that n�ght
occurred to h�m, but d�d not seem part�cularly unpleasant or dreadful.
It d�d not seem part�cularly unpleasant, because h�s whole l�fe had
been not a cont�nual hol�day, but on the contrary an unceas�ng round
of to�l of wh�ch he was beg�nn�ng to feel weary. And �t d�d not seem
part�cularly dreadful, because bes�des the masters he had served
here, l�ke Vas�l� Andreev�ch, he always felt h�mself dependent on the
Ch�ef Master, who had sent h�m �nto th�s l�fe, and he knew that when
dy�ng he would st�ll be �n that Master’s power and would not be �ll-
used by H�m. ‘It seems a p�ty to g�ve up what one �s used to and
accustomed to. But there’s noth�ng to be done, I shall get used to the
new th�ngs.’

‘S�ns?’ he thought, and remembered h�s drunkenness, the money
that had gone on dr�nk, how he had offended h�s w�fe, h�s curs�ng,
h�s neglect of church and of the fasts, and all the th�ngs the pr�est
blamed h�m for at confess�on. ‘Of course they are s�ns. But then, d�d



I take them on of myself? That’s ev�dently how God made me. Well,
and the s�ns? Where am I to escape to?’

So at f�rst he thought of what m�ght happen to h�m that n�ght, and
then d�d not return to such thoughts but gave h�mself up to whatever
recollect�ons came �nto h�s head of themselves. Now he thought of
Martha’s arr�val, of the drunkenness among the workers and h�s own
renunc�at�on of dr�nk, then of the�r present journey and of Taras’s
house and the talk about the break�ng-up of the fam�ly, then of h�s
own lad, and of Mukhorty now sheltered under the drugget, and then
of h�s master who made the sledge creak as he tossed about �n �t. ‘I
expect you’re sorry yourself that you started out, dear man,’ he
thought. ‘It would seem hard to leave a l�fe such as h�s! It’s not l�ke
the l�kes of us.’

Then all these recollect�ons began to grow confused and got
m�xed �n h�s head, and he fell asleep.

But when Vas�l� Andreev�ch, gett�ng on the horse, jerked the
sledge, aga�nst the back of wh�ch N�k�ta was lean�ng, and �t sh�fted
away and h�t h�m �n the back w�th one of �ts runners, he awoke and
had to change h�s pos�t�on whether he l�ked �t or not. Stra�ghten�ng
h�s legs w�th d�ff�culty and shak�ng the snow off them he got up, and
an agon�z�ng cold �mmed�ately penetrated h�s whole body. On
mak�ng out what was happen�ng he called to Vas�l� Andreev�ch to
leave h�m the drugget wh�ch the horse no longer needed, so that he
m�ght wrap h�mself �n �t.

But Vas�l� Andreev�ch d�d not stop, but d�sappeared am�d the
powdery snow.

Left alone N�k�ta cons�dered for a moment what he should do. He
felt that he had not the strength to go off �n search of a house. It was
no longer poss�ble to s�t down �n h�s old place—�t was by now all
f�lled w�th snow. He felt that he could not get warmer �n the sledge
e�ther, for there was noth�ng to cover h�mself w�th, and h�s coat and
sheepsk�n no longer warmed h�m at all. He felt as cold as though he
had noth�ng on but a sh�rt. He became fr�ghtened. ‘Lord, heavenly
Father!’ he muttered, and was comforted by the consc�ousness that
he was not alone but that there was One who heard h�m and would
not abandon h�m. He gave a deep s�gh, and keep�ng the sackcloth



over h�s head he got �ns�de the sledge and lay down �n the place
where h�s master had been.

But he could not get warm �n the sledge e�ther. At f�rst he sh�vered
all over, then the sh�ver�ng ceased and l�ttle by l�ttle he began to lose
consc�ousness. He d�d not know whether he was dy�ng or fall�ng
asleep, but felt equally prepared for the one as for the other.





VIII
Meanwh�le Vas�l� Andreev�ch, w�th h�s feet and the ends of the

re�ns, urged the horse on �n the d�rect�on �n wh�ch for some reason
he expected the forest and forester’s hut to be. The snow covered
h�s eyes and the w�nd seemed �ntent on stopp�ng h�m, but bend�ng
forward and constantly lapp�ng h�s coat over and push�ng �t between
h�mself and the cold harness pad wh�ch prevented h�m from s�tt�ng
properly, he kept urg�ng the horse on. Mukhorty ambled on
obed�ently though w�th d�ff�culty, �n the d�rect�on �n wh�ch he was
dr�ven.

Vas�l� Andreev�ch rode for about f�ve m�nutes stra�ght ahead, as he
thought, see�ng noth�ng but the horse’s head and the wh�te waste,
and hear�ng only the wh�stle of the w�nd about the horse’s ears and
h�s coat collar.

Suddenly a dark patch showed up �n front of h�m. H�s heart beat
w�th joy, and he rode towards the object, already see�ng �n
�mag�nat�on the walls of v�llage houses. But the dark patch was not
stat�onary, �t kept mov�ng; and �t was not a v�llage but some tall stalks
of wormwood st�ck�ng up through the snow on the boundary between
two f�elds, and desperately toss�ng about under the pressure of the
w�nd wh�ch beat �t all to one s�de and wh�stled through �t. The s�ght of
that wormwood tormented by the p�t�less w�nd made Vas�l�
Andreev�ch shudder, he knew not why, and he hurr�edly began
urg�ng the horse on, not not�c�ng that when r�d�ng up to the
wormwood he had qu�te changed h�s d�rect�on and was now head�ng
the oppos�te way, though st�ll �mag�n�ng that he was r�d�ng towards
where the hut should be. But the horse kept mak�ng towards the
r�ght, and Vas�l� Andreev�ch kept gu�d�ng �t to the left.

Aga�n someth�ng dark appeared �n front of h�m. Aga�n he rejo�ced,
conv�nced that now �t was certa�nly a v�llage. But once more �t was
the same boundary l�ne overgrown w�th wormwood, once more the
same wormwood desperately tossed by the w�nd and carry�ng



unreason�ng terror to h�s heart. But �ts be�ng the same wormwood
was not all, for bes�de �t there was a horse’s track partly snowed
over. Vas�l� Andreev�ch stopped, stooped down and looked carefully.
It was a horse-track only part�ally covered w�th snow, and could be
none but h�s own horse’s hoofpr�nts. He had ev�dently gone round �n
a small c�rcle. ‘I shall per�sh l�ke that!’ he thought, and not to g�ve
way to h�s terror he urged on the horse st�ll more, peer�ng �nto the
snowy darkness �n wh�ch he saw only fl�tt�ng and f�tful po�nts of l�ght.
Once he thought he heard the bark�ng of dogs or the howl�ng of
wolves, but the sounds were so fa�nt and �nd�st�nct that he d�d not
know whether he heard them or merely �mag�ned them, and he
stopped and began to l�sten �ntently.

Suddenly some terr�ble, deafen�ng cry resounded near h�s ears,
and everyth�ng sh�vered and shook under h�m. He se�zed Mukhorty’s
neck, but that too was shak�ng all over and the terr�ble cry grew st�ll
more fr�ghtful. For some seconds Vas�l� Andreev�ch could not collect
h�mself or understand what was happen�ng. It was only that
Mukhorty, whether to encourage h�mself or to call for help, had
ne�ghed loudly and resonantly. ‘Ugh, you wretch! How you fr�ghtened
me, damn you!’ thought Vas�l� Andreev�ch. But even when he
understood the cause of h�s terror he could not shake �t off.

‘I must calm myself and th�nk th�ngs over,’ he sa�d to h�mself, but
yet he could not stop, and cont�nued to urge the horse on, w�thout
not�c�ng that he was now go�ng w�th the w�nd �nstead of aga�nst �t.
H�s body, espec�ally between h�s legs where �t touched the pad of the
harness and was not covered by h�s overcoats, was gett�ng pa�nfully
cold, espec�ally when the horse walked slowly. H�s legs and arms
trembled and h�s breath�ng came fast. He saw h�mself per�sh�ng
am�d th�s dreadful snowy waste, and could see no means of escape.

Suddenly the horse under h�m tumbled �nto someth�ng and,
s�nk�ng �nto a snow-dr�ft, began to plunge and fell on h�s s�de. Vas�l�
Andreev�ch jumped off, and �n so do�ng dragged to one s�de the
breechband on wh�ch h�s foot was rest�ng, and tw�sted round the pad
to wh�ch he held as he d�smounted. As soon as he had jumped off,
the horse struggled to h�s feet, plunged forward, gave one leap and
another, ne�ghed aga�n, and dragg�ng the drugget and the



breechband after h�m, d�sappeared, leav�ng Vas�l� Andreev�ch alone
on the snow-dr�ft.

The latter pressed on after the horse, but the snow lay so deep
and h�s coats were so heavy that, s�nk�ng above h�s knees at each
step, he stopped breathless after tak�ng not more than twenty steps.
‘The copse, the oxen, the lease-hold, the shop, the tavern, the house
w�th the �ron-roofed barn, and my he�r,’ thought he. ‘How can I leave
all that? What does th�s mean? It cannot be!’ These thoughts flashed
through h�s m�nd. Then he thought of the wormwood tossed by the
w�nd, wh�ch he had tw�ce r�dden past, and he was se�zed w�th such
terror that he d�d not bel�eve �n the real�ty of what was happen�ng to
h�m. ‘Can th�s be a dream?’ he thought, and tr�ed to wake up but
could not. It was real snow that lashed h�s face and covered h�m and
ch�lled h�s r�ght hand from wh�ch he had lost the glove, and th�s was
a real desert �n wh�ch he was now left alone l�ke that wormwood,
awa�t�ng an �nev�table, speedy, and mean�ngless death.

‘Queen of Heaven! Holy Father N�cholas, teacher of temperance!’
he thought, recall�ng the serv�ce of the day before and the holy �con
w�th �ts black face and g�lt frame, and the tapers wh�ch he sold to be
set before that �con and wh�ch were almost �mmed�ately brought
back to h�m scarcely burnt at all, and wh�ch he put away �n the store-
chest. He began to pray to that same N�cholas the Wonder-Worker
to save h�m, prom�s�ng h�m a thanksg�v�ng serv�ce and some
candles. But he clearly and �ndub�tably real�zed that the �con, �ts
frame, the candles, the pr�est, and the thanksg�v�ng serv�ce, though
very �mportant and necessary �n church, could do noth�ng for h�m
here, and that there was and could be no connex�on between those
candles and serv�ces and h�s present d�sastrous pl�ght. ‘I must not
despa�r,’ he thought. ‘I must follow the horse’s track before �t �s
snowed under. He w�ll lead me out, or I may even catch h�m. Only I
must not hurry, or I shall st�ck fast and be more lost than ever.’

But �n sp�te of h�s resolut�on to go qu�etly, he rushed forward and
even ran, cont�nually fall�ng, gett�ng up and fall�ng aga�n. The horse’s
track was already hardly v�s�ble �n places where the snow d�d not l�e
deep. ‘I am lost!’ thought Vas�l� Andreev�ch. ‘I shall lose the track and
not catch the horse.’ But at that moment he saw someth�ng black. It



was Mukhorty, and not only Mukhorty, but the sledge w�th the shafts
and the kerch�ef. Mukhorty, w�th the sack�ng and the breechband
tw�sted round to one s�de, was stand�ng not �n h�s former place but
nearer to the shafts, shak�ng h�s head wh�ch the re�ns he was
stepp�ng on drew downwards. It turned out that Vas�l� Andreev�ch
had sunk �n the same rav�ne N�k�ta had prev�ously fallen �nto, and
that Mukhorty had been br�ng�ng h�m back to the sledge and he had
got off h�s back no more than f�fty paces from where the sledge was.



IX
Hav�ng stumbled back to the sledge Vas�l� Andreev�ch caught hold

of �t and for a long t�me stood mot�onless, try�ng to calm h�mself and
recover h�s breath. N�k�ta was not �n h�s former place, but someth�ng,
already covered w�th snow, was ly�ng �n the sledge and Vas�l�
Andreev�ch concluded that th�s was N�k�ta. H�s terror had now qu�te
left h�m, and �f he felt any fear �t was lest the dreadful terror should
return that he had exper�enced when on the horse and espec�ally
when he was left alone �n the snow-dr�ft. At any cost he had to avo�d
that terror, and to keep �t away he must do someth�ng—occupy
h�mself w�th someth�ng. And the f�rst th�ng he d�d was to turn h�s
back to the w�nd and open h�s fur coat. Then, as soon as he
recovered h�s breath a l�ttle, he shook the snow out of h�s boots and
out of h�s left-hand glove (the r�ght-hand glove was hopelessly lost
and by th�s t�me probably ly�ng somewhere under a dozen �nches of
snow); then as was h�s custom when go�ng out of h�s shop to buy
gra�n from the peasants, he pulled h�s g�rdle low down and t�ghtened
�t and prepared for act�on. The f�rst th�ng that occurred to h�m was to
free Mukhorty’s leg from the re�n. Hav�ng done that, and tethered h�m
to the �ron cramp at the front of the sledge where he had been
before, he was go�ng round the horse’s quarters to put the
breechband and pad stra�ght and cover h�m w�th the cloth, but at that
moment he not�ced that someth�ng was mov�ng �n the sledge and
N�k�ta’s head rose up out of the snow that covered �t. N�k�ta, who was
half frozen, rose w�th great d�ff�culty and sat up, mov�ng h�s hand
before h�s nose �n a strange manner just as �f he were dr�v�ng away
fl�es. He waved h�s hand and sa�d someth�ng, and seemed to Vas�l�
Andreev�ch to be call�ng h�m. Vas�l� Andreev�ch left the cloth
unadjusted and went up to the sledge.

‘What �s �t?’ he asked. ‘What are you say�ng?’
‘I’m dy... �ng, that’s what,’ sa�d N�k�ta brokenly and w�th d�ff�culty.

‘G�ve what �s ow�ng to me to my lad, or to my w�fe, no matter.’



‘Why, are you really frozen?’ asked Vas�l� Andreev�ch.
‘I feel �t’s my death. Forg�ve me for Chr�st’s sake...’ sa�d N�k�ta �n a

tearful vo�ce, cont�nu�ng to wave h�s hand before h�s face as �f dr�v�ng
away fl�es.

Vas�l� Andreev�ch stood s�lent and mot�onless for half a m�nute.
Then suddenly, w�th the same resolut�on w�th wh�ch he used to str�ke
hands when mak�ng a good purchase, he took a step back and
turn�ng up h�s sleeves began rak�ng the snow off N�k�ta and out of
the sledge. Hav�ng done th�s he hurr�edly und�d h�s g�rdle, opened
out h�s fur coat, and hav�ng pushed N�k�ta down, lay down on top of
h�m, cover�ng h�m not only w�th h�s fur coat but w�th the whole of h�s
body, wh�ch glowed w�th warmth. After push�ng the sk�rts of h�s coat
between N�k�ta and the s�des of the sledge, and hold�ng down �ts
hem w�th h�s knees, Vas�l� Andreev�ch lay l�ke that face down, w�th
h�s head pressed aga�nst the front of the sledge. Here he no longer
heard the horse’s movements or the wh�stl�ng of the w�nd, but only
N�k�ta’s breath�ng. At f�rst and for a long t�me N�k�ta lay mot�onless,
then he s�ghed deeply and moved.

‘There, and you say you are dy�ng! L�e st�ll and get warm, that’s
our way...’ began Vas�l� Andreev�ch.

But to h�s great surpr�se he could say no more, for tears came to
h�s eyes and h�s lower jaw began to qu�ver rap�dly. He stopped
speak�ng and only gulped down the r�s�ngs �n h�s throat. ‘Seems I
was badly fr�ghtened and have gone qu�te weak,’ he thought. But th�s
weakness was not only unpleasant, but gave h�m a pecul�ar joy such
as he had never felt before.

‘That’s our way!’ he sa�d to h�mself, exper�enc�ng a strange and
solemn tenderness. He lay l�ke that for a long t�me, w�p�ng h�s eyes
on the fur of h�s coat and tuck�ng under h�s knee the r�ght sk�rt, wh�ch
the w�nd kept turn�ng up.

But he longed so pass�onately to tell somebody of h�s joyful
cond�t�on that he sa�d: ‘N�k�ta!’

‘It’s comfortable, warm!’ came a vo�ce from beneath.
‘There, you see, fr�end, I was go�ng to per�sh. And you would have

been frozen, and I should have...’



But aga�n h�s jaws began to qu�ver and h�s eyes to f�ll w�th tears,
and he could say no more.

‘Well, never m�nd,’ he thought. ‘I know about myself what I know.’
He rema�ned s�lent and lay l�ke that for a long t�me.
N�k�ta kept h�m warm from below and h�s fur coats from above.

Only h�s hands, w�th wh�ch he kept h�s coat-sk�rts down round
N�k�ta’s s�des, and h�s legs wh�ch the w�nd kept uncover�ng, began to
freeze, espec�ally h�s r�ght hand wh�ch had no glove. But he d�d not
th�nk of h�s legs or of h�s hands but only of how to warm the peasant
who was ly�ng under h�m. He looked out several t�mes at Mukhorty
and could see that h�s back was uncovered and the drugget and
breech�ng ly�ng on the snow, and that he ought to get up and cover
h�m, but he could not br�ng h�mself to leave N�k�ta and d�sturb even
for a moment the joyous cond�t�on he was �n. He no longer felt any
k�nd of terror.

‘No fear, we shan’t lose h�m th�s t�me!’ he sa�d to h�mself, referr�ng
to h�s gett�ng the peasant warm w�th the same boastfulness w�th
wh�ch he spoke of h�s buy�ng and sell�ng.

Vas�l� Andreev�ch lay �n that way for one hour, another, and a th�rd,
but he was unconsc�ous of the passage of t�me. At f�rst �mpress�ons
of the snow-storm, the sledge-shafts, and the horse w�th the shaft-
bow shak�ng before h�s eyes, kept pass�ng through h�s m�nd, then he
remembered N�k�ta ly�ng under h�m, then recollect�ons of the fest�val,
h�s w�fe, the pol�ce-off�cer, and the box of candles, began to m�ngle
w�th these; then aga�n N�k�ta, th�s t�me ly�ng under that box, then the
peasants, customers and traders, and the wh�te walls of h�s house
w�th �ts �ron roof w�th N�k�ta ly�ng underneath, presented themselves
to h�s �mag�nat�on. Afterwards all these �mpress�ons blended �nto one
noth�ngness. As the colours of the ra�nbow un�te �nto one wh�te l�ght,
so all these d�fferent �mpress�ons m�ngled �nto one, and he fell
asleep.

For a long t�me he slept w�thout dream�ng, but just before dawn
the v�s�ons recommenced. It seemed to h�m that he was stand�ng by
the box of tapers and that T�khon’s w�fe was ask�ng for a f�ve kopek
taper for the Church fete. He w�shed to take one out and g�ve �t to
her, but h�s hands would not l�ft, be�ng held t�ght �n h�s pockets. He



wanted to walk round the box but h�s feet would not move and h�s
new clean goloshes had grown to the stone floor, and he could
ne�ther l�ft them nor get h�s feet out of the goloshes. Then the taper-
box was no longer a box but a bed, and suddenly Vas�l� Andreev�ch
saw h�mself ly�ng �n h�s bed at home. He was ly�ng �n h�s bed and
could not get up. Yet �t was necessary for h�m to get up because Ivan
Matve�ch, the pol�ce-off�cer, would soon call for h�m and he had to go
w�th h�m—e�ther to barga�n for the forest or to put Mukhorty’s
breech�ng stra�ght.

He asked h�s w�fe: ‘N�kolaevna, hasn’t he come yet?’ ‘No, he
hasn’t,’ she repl�ed. He heard someone dr�ve up to the front steps. ‘It
must be h�m.’ ‘No, he’s gone past.’ ‘N�kolaevna! I say, N�kolaevna,
�sn’t he here yet?’ ‘No.’ He was st�ll ly�ng on h�s bed and could not
get up, but was always wa�t�ng. And th�s wa�t�ng was uncanny and
yet joyful. Then suddenly h�s joy was completed. He whom he was
expect�ng came; not Ivan Matve�ch the pol�ce-off�cer, but someone
else—yet �t was he whom he had been wa�t�ng for. He came and
called h�m; and �t was he who had called h�m and told h�m to l�e
down on N�k�ta. And Vas�l� Andreev�ch was glad that that one had
come for h�m.

‘I’m com�ng!’ he cr�ed joyfully, and that cry awoke h�m, but woke
h�m up not at all the same person he had been when he fell asleep.
He tr�ed to get up but could not, tr�ed to move h�s arm and could not,
to move h�s leg and also could not, to turn h�s head and could not.
He was surpr�sed but not at all d�sturbed by th�s. He understood that
th�s was death, and was not at all d�sturbed by that e�ther.

He remembered that N�k�ta was ly�ng under h�m and that he had
got warm and was al�ve, and �t seemed to h�m that he was N�k�ta and
N�k�ta was he, and that h�s l�fe was not �n h�mself but �n N�k�ta. He
stra�ned h�s ears and heard N�k�ta breath�ng and even sl�ghtly
snor�ng. ‘N�k�ta �s al�ve, so I too am al�ve!’ he sa�d to h�mself
tr�umphantly.

And he remembered h�s money, h�s shop, h�s house, the buy�ng
and sell�ng, and M�ronov’s m�ll�ons, and �t was hard for h�m to
understand why that man, called Vas�l� Brekhunov, had troubled
h�mself w�th all those th�ngs w�th wh�ch he had been troubled.



‘Well, �t was because he d�d not know what the real th�ng was,’ he
thought, concern�ng that Vas�l� Brekhunov. ‘He d�d not know, but now
I know and know for sure. Now I know!’ And aga�n he heard the
vo�ce of the one who had called h�m before. ‘I’m com�ng! Com�ng!’ he
responded gladly, and h�s whole be�ng was f�lled w�th joyful emot�on.
He felt h�mself free and that noth�ng could hold h�m back any longer.

After that Vas�l� Andreev�ch ne�ther saw, heard, nor felt anyth�ng
more �n th�s world.

All around the snow st�ll edd�ed. The same wh�rlw�nds of snow
c�rcled about, cover�ng the dead Vas�l� Andreev�ch’s fur coat, the
sh�ver�ng Mukhorty, the sledge, now scarcely to be seen, and N�k�ta
ly�ng at the bottom of �t, kept warm beneath h�s dead master.



X
N�k�ta awoke before daybreak. He was aroused by the cold that

had begun to creep down h�s back. He had dreamt that he was
com�ng from the m�ll w�th a load of h�s master’s flour and when
cross�ng the stream had m�ssed the br�dge and let the cart get stuck.
And he saw that he had crawled under the cart and was try�ng to l�ft
�t by arch�ng h�s back. But strange to say the cart d�d not move, �t
stuck to h�s back and he could ne�ther l�ft �t nor get out from under �t.
It was crush�ng the whole of h�s lo�ns. And how cold �t felt! Ev�dently
he must crawl out. ‘Have done!’ he excla�med to whoever was
press�ng the cart down on h�m. ‘Take out the sacks!’ But the cart
pressed down colder and colder, and then he heard a strange
knock�ng, awoke completely, and remembered everyth�ng. The cold
cart was h�s dead and frozen master ly�ng upon h�m. And the knock
was produced by Mukhorty, who had tw�ce struck the sledge w�th h�s
hoof.

‘Andreev�ch! Eh, Andreev�ch!’ N�k�ta called caut�ously, beg�nn�ng to
real�ze the truth, and stra�ghten�ng h�s back. But Vas�l� Andreev�ch
d�d not answer and h�s stomach and legs were st�ff and cold and
heavy l�ke �ron we�ghts.

‘He must have d�ed! May the K�ngdom of Heaven be h�s!’ thought
N�k�ta.

He turned h�s head, dug w�th h�s hand through the snow about h�m
and opened h�s eyes. It was dayl�ght; the w�nd was wh�stl�ng as
before between the shafts, and the snow was fall�ng �n the same
way, except that �t was no longer dr�v�ng aga�nst the frame of the
sledge but s�lently covered both sledge and horse deeper and
deeper, and ne�ther the horse’s movements nor h�s breath�ng were
any longer to be heard.

‘He must have frozen too,’ thought N�k�ta of Mukhorty, and �ndeed
those hoof knocks aga�nst the sledge, wh�ch had awakened N�k�ta,



were the last efforts the already numbed Mukhorty had made to keep
on h�s feet before dy�ng.

‘O Lord God, �t seems Thou art call�ng me too!’ sa�d N�k�ta. ‘Thy
Holy W�ll be done. But �t’s uncanny.... St�ll, a man can’t d�e tw�ce and
must d�e once. If only �t would come soon!’

And he aga�n drew �n h�s head, closed h�s eyes, and became
unconsc�ous, fully conv�nced that now he was certa�nly and f�nally
dy�ng.

It was not t�ll noon that day that peasants dug Vas�l� Andreev�ch
and N�k�ta out of the snow w�th the�r shovels, not more than seventy
yards from the road and less than half a m�le from the v�llage.

The snow had h�dden the sledge, but the shafts and the kerch�ef
t�ed to them were st�ll v�s�ble. Mukhorty, bur�ed up to h�s belly �n
snow, w�th the breech�ng and drugget hang�ng down, stood all wh�te,
h�s dead head pressed aga�nst h�s frozen throat: �c�cles hung from
h�s nostr�ls, h�s eyes were covered w�th hoar-frost as though f�lled
w�th tears, and he had grown so th�n �n that one n�ght that he was
noth�ng but sk�n and bone.

Vas�l� Andreev�ch was st�ff as a frozen carcass, and when they
rolled h�m off N�k�ta h�s legs rema�ned apart and h�s arms stretched
out as they had been. H�s bulg�ng hawk eyes were frozen, and h�s
open mouth under h�s cl�pped moustache was full of snow. But N�k�ta
though ch�lled through was st�ll al�ve. When he had been brought to,
he felt sure that he was already dead and that what was tak�ng place
w�th h�m was no longer happen�ng �n th�s world but �n the next. When
he heard the peasants shout�ng as they dug h�m out and rolled the
frozen body of Vas�l� Andreev�ch from off h�m, he was at f�rst
surpr�sed that �n the other world peasants should be shout�ng �n the
same old way and had the same k�nd of body, and then when he
real�zed that he was st�ll �n th�s world he was sorry rather than glad,
espec�ally when he found that the toes on both h�s feet were frozen.

N�k�ta lay �n hosp�tal for two months. They cut off three of h�s toes,
but the others recovered so that he was st�ll able to work and went
on l�v�ng for another twenty years, f�rst as a farm-labourer, then �n h�s
old age as a watchman. He d�ed at home as he had w�shed, only th�s
year, under the �cons w�th a l�ghted taper �n h�s hands. Before he



d�ed he asked h�s w�fe’s forg�veness and forgave her for the cooper.
He also took leave of h�s son and grandch�ldren, and d�ed s�ncerely
glad that he was rel�ev�ng h�s son and daughter-�n-law of the burden
of hav�ng to feed h�m, and that he was now really pass�ng from th�s
l�fe of wh�ch he was weary �nto that other l�fe wh�ch every year and
every hour grew clearer and more des�rable to h�m. Whether he �s
better or worse off there where he awoke after h�s death, whether he
was d�sappo�nted or found there what he expected, we shall all soon
learn.
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