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THE BIRTH OF A MAN

The year was the year '92—the year of leanness—the scene a spot
between Sukhum and Otchench�r�, on the r�ver Kodor, a spot so near to the
sea that am�d the joyous babble of a sparkl�ng r�vulet the ocean's deep-
vo�ced thunder was pla�nly d�st�ngu�shable.

Also, the season be�ng autumn, leaves of w�ld laurel were gl�sten�ng and
gyrat�ng on the wh�te foam of the Kodor l�ke a quant�ty of mercur�al salmon
fry. And as I sat on some rocks overlook�ng the r�ver there occurred to me
the thought that, as l�kely as not, the cause of the gulls' and cormorants'
fretful cr�es where the surf lay moan�ng beh�nd a belt of trees to the r�ght
was that, l�ke myself, they kept m�stak�ng the leaves for f�sh, and as often
f�nd�ng themselves d�sappo�nted.



Over my head hung chestnut trees decked w�th gold; at my feet lay a
mass of chestnut leaves wh�ch resembled the amputated palms of human
hands; on the oppos�te bank, where there waved, tanglew�se, the str�pped
branches of a hornbeam, an orange-t�nted woodpecker was dart�ng to and
fro, as though caught �n the mesh of fol�age, and, �n company w�th a troupe
of n�mble t�tm�ce and blue tree-creepers (v�s�tors from the far-d�stant
North), tapp�ng the bark of the stem w�th a black beak, and hunt�ng for
�nsects.

To the left, the tops of the mounta�ns hung fr�nged w�th dense, fleecy
clouds of the k�nd wh�ch presages ra�n; and these clouds were send�ng the�r
shadows gl�d�ng over slopes green and overgrown w�th boxwood and that
pecul�ar spec�es of hollow beech-stump wh�ch once came near to effect�ng
the downfall of Pompey's host, through depr�v�ng h�s �ron-bu�lt leg�ons of
the use of the�r legs as they revelled �n the �ntox�cat�ng sweetness of the
"mead" or honey wh�ch w�ld bees make from the blossoms of the laurel and
the azalea, and travellers st�ll gather from those hollow stems to knead �nto
lavash� or th�n cakes of m�llet flour.

On the present occas�on I too (after suffer�ng sundry st�ngs from
�nfur�ated bees) was thus engaged as I sat on the rocks beneath the
chestnuts. D�pp�ng morsels of bread �nto a potful of honey, I was munch�ng
them for breakfast, and enjoy�ng, at the same t�me, the �ndolent beams of
the mor�bund autumn sun.

In the fall of the year the Caucasus resembles a gorgeous cathedral bu�lt
by great craftsmen (always great craftsmen are great s�nners) to conceal
the�r past from the pry�ng eyes of consc�ence. Wh�ch cathedral �s a sort of
�ntang�ble ed�f�ce of gold and turquo�se and emerald, and has thrown over
�ts h�lls rare carpets s�lk-embro�dered by Turcoman weavers of Shem� and
Samarkand, and conta�ns, heaped everywhere, plunder brought from all the
quarters of the world for the delectat�on of the sun. Yes, �t �s as though men
sought to say to the Sun God: "All th�ngs here are th�ne. They have been
brought h�ther for thee by thy people."

Yes, mentally I see long-bearded, grey-headed supermen, be�ngs
possessed of the rounded eyes of happy ch�ldren, descend�ng from the h�lls,
and deck�ng the earth, and sow�ng �t w�th sheerly kale�doscop�c treasures,



and coat�ng the tops of the mounta�ns w�th mass�ve layers of s�lver, and the
lower edges w�th a l�v�ng web of trees. Yes, I see those be�ngs decorat�ng
and fash�on�ng the scene unt�l, thanks to the�r labours, th�s grac�ous morsel
of the earth has become fa�r beyond all concept�on.

And what a pr�v�lege �t �s to be human! How much that �s wonderful
leaps to the eye-how the presence of beauty causes. the heart to throb w�th a
voluptuous rapture that �s almost pa�n!

And though there are occas�ons when l�fe seems hard, and the breast
feels f�lled w�th f�ery rancour, and melancholy dr�es and renders ath�rst the
heart's blood, th�s �s not a mood sent us �n perpetu�ty. For at t�mes even the
sun may feel sad as he contemplates men, and sees that, desp�te all that he
has done for them, they have done so l�ttle �n return....

No, �t �s not that good folk are lack�ng. It �s that they need to be rounded
off—better st�ll, to be made anew.

Suddenly there came �nto v�ew over the bushes to my left a f�le of dark
heads, wh�le through the surg�ng of the waves and the babble of the stream I
caught the sound of human vo�ces, a sound emanat�ng from a party of
"fam�ne people" or folk who were journey�ng from Sukhum to Otchench�r�
to obta�n work on a local road then �n process of construct�on.

The owners of the vo�ces I knew to be �mm�grants from the prov�nce of
Orlov. I knew them to be so for the reason that I myself had lately been
work�ng �n company w�th the male members of the party, and had taken
leave of them only yesterday �n order that I m�ght set out earl�er than they,
and, after walk�ng through the n�ght, greet the sun when he should ar�se
above the sea.

The members of the party compr�sed four men and a woman—the latter
a young female w�th h�gh cheek-bones, a f�gure swollen w�th man�fest
pregnancy, and a pa�r of grey�sh-blue eyes that had f�xed �n them a stare of
apprehens�on. At the present moment her head and yellow scarf were just
show�ng over the tops of the bushes; and wh�le I noted that now �t was
sway�ng from s�de to s�de l�ke a sunflower shaken by the w�nd, I recalled



the fact that she was a woman whose husband had been carr�ed off at
Sukhum by a surfe�t of fru�t—th�s fact be�ng known to me through the
c�rcumstance that �n the workmen's barraque where we had shared quarters
these folk had observed the good old Russ�an custom of conf�d�ng to a
stranger the whole of the�r troubles, and had done so �n tones of such
ampl�tude and penetrat�on that the querulous words must have been aud�ble
for f�ve versts around.

And as I had talked to these forlorn people, these human be�ngs who lay
crushed beneath the m�sfortune wh�ch had uprooted them from the�r barren
and exhausted lands, and blown them, l�ke autumn leaves, towards the
Caucasus where nature's luxur�ant, but unfam�l�ar, aspect had bl�nded and
bew�ldered them, and w�th �ts onerous cond�t�ons of labour quenched the�r
last spark of courage; as I had talked to these poor people I had seen them
glanc�ng about w�th dull, troubled, despondent eyes, and heard them say to
one another softly, and w�th p�t�ful sm�les:

"What a country!"

"Aye,—that �t �s!—a country to make one sweat!"

"As hard as a stone �t �s!"

"Aye, an ev�l country!"

After wh�ch they had gone on to speak of the�r nat�ve haunts, where
every handful of so�l had represented to them the dust of the�r ancestors,
and every gra�n of that so�l had been watered w�th the sweat of the�r brows,
and become charged w�th dear and �nt�mate recollect�ons.

Prev�ously there had jo�ned the party a woman who, tall and stra�ght, had
had breasts as flat as a board, and jawbones l�ke the jawbones of a horse,
and a glance �n her dull, s�delong black eyes l�ke a gleam�ng, smoulder�ng
f�re.

And every even�ng th�s woman had been wont to step outs�de the
barraque w�th the woman �n the yellow scarf and to seat herself on a



rubb�sh heap, and, rest�ng her cheeks on the palms of her hands, and
�ncl�n�ng her head s�deways, to s�ng �n a h�gh and shrew�sh vo�ce:

Beh�nd the graveyard wall,
Where fa�r green bushes stand.
I'll spread me on the sand
A shroud as wh�te as snow.
And not long w�ll �t be
Before my heart's adored,
My master and my lord,
Shall answer my curtsey low.

Usually her compan�on, the woman �n the yellow scarf, had, w�th head
bent forward and eyes f�xed upon her stomach, rema�ned s�lent; but on rare,
unexpected occas�ons she had, �n the hoarse, slugg�sh vo�ce of a peasant,
sung a song w�th the sobb�ng refra�n:

Ah, my beloved, sweetheart of m�ne,
Never aga�n w�ll these eyes seek th�ne!

Nor am�d the st�fl�ng blackness of the southern n�ght had these vo�ces
ever fa�led to br�ng back to my memory the snowy wastes of the North, and
the �cy, wa�l�ng storm-w�nd, and the d�stant howl�ng of unseen wolves.

In t�me, the squ�nt-eyed woman had been taken �ll of a fever, and
removed to the town �n a t�lted ambulance; and as she had la�n qu�ver�ng
and moan�ng on the stretcher she had seemed st�ll to be s�ng�ng her l�ttle
d�tty about the graveyard and the sand.

The head w�th the yellow scarf rose, d�pped, and d�sappeared.

After I had f�n�shed my breakfast I thatched the honey-pot w�th some
leaves, fastened down the l�d, and �ndolently resumed my way �n the wake
of the party, my blackthorn staff t�ptapp�ng aga�nst the hard tread of the
track as I proceeded.

The track loomed—a grey, narrow str�p—before me, wh�le on my r�ght
the restless, dark blue sea had the a�r of be�ng ceaselessly planed by
thousands of �nv�s�ble carpenters; so regularly d�d the stress of a w�nd as



mo�st and sweet and warm as the breath of a healthy woman cause ever-
rustl�ng curls of foam to dr�ft towards the beach. Also, careen�ng on to �ts
port quarter under a full set of belly�ng sa�ls, a Turk�sh felucca was gl�d�ng
towards Sukhum; and, as �t held on �ts course, �t put me �n m�nd of a certa�n
pompous eng�neer of the town who had been wont to �nflate h�s fat cheeks
and say: "Be qu�et, you, or I w�ll have you locked up!" Th�s man had, for
some reason or another, an extraord�nary weakness for caus�ng arrests to be
made; and, exceed�ngly do I rejo�ce to th�nk that by now the worms of the
graveyard must have consumed h�m down to the very marrow of h�s bones.
Would that certa�n other acqua�ntances of m�ne were s�m�larly rece�v�ng
benef�cent attent�on!

Walk�ng proved an easy enough task, for I seemed to be borne on a�r,
wh�le a chorus of pleasant thoughts, of many-coloured recollect�ons, kept
s�ng�ng gently �n my breast—a chorus resembl�ng, �ndeed, the wh�te-maned
b�llows �n the regular�ty w�th wh�ch now �t rose, and now �t fell, to reveal
�n, as �t were, soft, peaceful depths the br�ght, supple hopes of youth, l�ke so
many s�lver f�sh cradled �n the bosom of the ocean.

Suddenly, as �t trended seawards, the road executed a half-turn, and
sk�rted a str�p of the sandy marg�n to wh�ch the waves kept roll�ng �n such
haste. And �n that spot even the bushes seemed to have a m�nd to look the
waves �n the eyes—so strenuously d�d they lean across the r�band-l�ke path,
and nod �n the d�rect�on of the blue, watery waste, wh�le from the h�lls a
w�nd was blow�ng that presaged ra�n.

But hark! From some po�nt among the bushes a low moan arose—the
sound wh�ch never fa�ls to thr�ll the soul and move �t to respons�ve qu�vers!

Thrust�ng as�de the fol�age, I beheld before me the woman �n the yellow
scarf. Seated w�th her back rest�ng aga�nst the stem of a hazel-bush, she had
her head sunken deeply between her shoulders, her mouth h�deously agape,
her eyes star�ng vaguely before her, her hands pressed to her swollen
stomach, her breath �ssu�ng w�th unnatural vehemence, and her abdomen
convuls�vely, spasmod�cally r�s�ng and fall�ng. Meanwh�le from her throat
were �ssu�ng moans wh�ch at t�mes caused her yellow teeth to show bare
l�ke those of a wolf.



"What �s the matter?" I sa�d as I bent over her. "Has anyone assaulted
you?"

The only result was that, shuffl�ng bare feet �n the sand l�ke a fly, she
shook her nerveless hand, and gasped:

"Away, v�lla�n! Away w�th you!"

Then I understood what was the matter, for I had seen a s�m�lar case
before. Yet for the moment a certa�n feel�ng of shyness made me edge away
from her a l�ttle; and as I d�d so, she uttered a prolonged moan, and her
almost burst�ng eyeballs vented hot, murky tears wh�ch tr�ckled down her
tense and l�v�d features.

Thereupon I turned to her aga�n, and, throw�ng down cook�ng-pot,
teapot, and wallet, la�d her on her back, and strove to bend her knees
upwards �n the d�rect�on of her body. Meanwh�le she sought to repel me
w�th blows on face and breast, and at length rolled on to her stomach. Then,
ra�s�ng herself on all fours, she, sobb�ng, gasp�ng, and curs�ng �n a breath,
crawled away l�ke a bear �nto a remoter port�on of the th�cket.

"Beast!" she panted. "Oh, you dev�l!"

Yet, even as the words escaped her l�ps, her arms gave way beneath her,
and she collapsed upon her face, w�th legs stretched out, and her l�ps
em�tt�ng a fresh ser�es of convuls�ve moans.

Exc�ted now to fever p�tch, I hurr�edly recalled my small store of
knowledge of such cases and f�nally dec�ded to turn her on her back, and, as
before, to str�ve to bend her knees upwards �n the d�rect�on of her body.
Already s�gns of �mm�nent partur�t�on were not want�ng.

"L�e st�ll," I sa�d, "and �f you do that �t w�ll not be long before you are
del�vered of the ch�ld."

Whereafter, runn�ng down to the sea, I pulled up my sleeves, and, on
return�ng, embarked upon my role, of accoucheur.



Scor�ng the earth w�th her f�ngers, uproot�ng tufts of w�thered grass, and
struggl�ng to thrust them �nto her mouth, scatter�ng so�l over her terr�ble,
�nhuman face and bloodshot eyes, the woman wr�thed l�ke a str�p of b�rch
bark �n a wood f�re. Indeed, by th�s t�me a l�ttle head was com�ng �nto v�ew,
and �t needed all my efforts to quell the tw�tch�ngs of her legs, to help the
ch�ld to �ssue, and to prevent �ts mother from thrust�ng grass down her
d�storted, moan�ng throat. Meanwh�le we cursed one another—she through
her teeth, and I �n an undertone; she, I should surm�se, out of pa�n and
shame, and I, I feel certa�n, out of nervousness, m�ngled w�th a perfect
agony of compass�on.

"O Lord!" she gasped w�th blue l�ps flecked w�th foam as her eyes
(suddenly bereft of the�r colour �n the sunl�ght) shed tears born of the
�ntolerable angu�sh of the maternal funct�on, and her body wr�thed and
tw�sted as though her frame had been severed �n the m�ddle.

"Away, you brute!" was her oft-repeated cry as w�th her weak hands,
hands seem�ngly d�slocated at the wr�sts, she strove to thrust me to a
d�stance. Yet all the t�me I kept say�ng persuas�vely: "You fool! Br�ng forth
as qu�ckly as you can!" and, as a matter of fact, was feel�ng so sorry for her
that tears cont�nued to spurt from my eyes as much as from hers, and my
very heart contracted w�th p�ty. Also, never d�d I cease to feel that I ought to
keep say�ng someth�ng; wherefore, I repeated, and aga�n repeated: "Now
then! Br�ng forth as qu�ckly as ever you can!"

And at last my hands d�d �ndeed hold a human creature �n all �ts pr�st�ne
beauty. Nor could even the m�st of tears prevent me from see�ng that that
human creature was red �n the face, and that to judge from the manner �n
wh�ch �t kept k�ck�ng and res�st�ng and utter�ng hoarse wa�ls (wh�le st�ll
bound to �ts mother by the l�gament), �t was feel�ng d�ssat�sf�ed �n advance
w�th the world. Yes, blue-eyed, and w�th a nose absurdly sunken between a
pa�r of scarlet, rumpled cheeks and l�ps wh�ch ceaselessly qu�vered and
contracted, �t kept bawl�ng: "A-aah! A-a-ah!"

Moreover, so sl�ppery was �t that, as I knelt and looked at �t and laughed
w�th rel�ef at the fact that �t had arr�ved safely, I came near to lett�ng �t fall
upon the ground: wherefore I ent�rely forgot what next I ought to have
done.



"Cut �t!" at length wh�spered the mother w�th eyes closed, and features
suddenly swollen and resembl�ng those of a corpse.

"A kn�fe!" aga�n she wh�spered w�th her l�v�d l�ps. "Cut �t!"

My pocket-kn�fe I had had stolen from me �n the workmen's barraque;
but w�th my teeth I severed the caul, and then the ch�ld gave renewed
tongue �n true Orlov�an fash�on, wh�le the mother sm�led. Also, �n some
cur�ous fash�on, the mother's unfathomable eyes rega�ned the�r colour, and
became f�lled as w�th blue f�re as, plung�ng a hand �nto her bod�ce and
feel�ng for the pocket, she contr�ved to art�culate w�th raw and blood-
flecked l�ps:

"I have not a s�ngle p�ece of str�ng or r�band to b�nd the caul w�th."

Upon that I set to, and managed to produce a p�ece of r�band, and to
fasten �t �n the requ�red pos�t�on.

Thereafter she sm�led more br�ghtly than ever. So rad�antly d�d she sm�le
that my eyes came near to be�ng bl�nded w�th the spectacle.

"And now rearrange yourself," I sa�d, "and �n the meanwh�le I w�ll go
and wash the baby."

"Yes, yes," she murmured uneas�ly. "But be very careful w�th h�m—be
very gentle."

Yet �t was l�ttle enough care that the rosy l�ttle homunculus seemed to
requ�re, so strenuously d�d he clench h�s f�sts, and bawl as though he were
m�nded to challenge the whole world to combat.

"Come, now!" at length I sa�d. "You must have done, or your very head
w�ll drop off."

Yet no sooner d�d he feel the touch of the ocean spray, and beg�n to be
spr�nkled W�th �ts joyous caresses, than he lamented more loudly and
v�gorously than ever, and so cont�nued throughout the process of be�ng



slapped on the back and breast as, frown�ng and struggl�ng, he vented squall
after squall wh�le the waves laved h�s t�ny l�mbs.

"Shout, young Orlov�an!" sa�d I encourag�ngly. "Let fly w�th all the
power of your lungs!"

And w�th that, I took h�m back to h�s mother. I found her w�th eyes
closed and l�ps drawn between her teeth as she wr�thed �n the torment of
expell�ng the after-b�rth. But presently I detected through the s�ghs and
groans a wh�spered:

"G�ve h�m to me! G�ve h�m to me!"

"You had better wa�t a l�ttle," I urged.

"Oh no! G�ve h�m to me now!"

And w�th tremulous, unsteady hands she unhooked the bosom of her
bod�ce, and, free�ng (w�th my ass�stance) the breast wh�ch nature had
prepared for at least a dozen ch�ldren, appl�ed the mut�nous young Orlov�an
to the n�pple. As for h�m, he at once understood the matter, and ceased to
send forth further lamentat�on.

"O pure and holy Mother of God!" she gasped �n a long-drawn,
qu�ver�ng s�gh as she bent a d�shevelled head over the l�ttle one, and,
between �ntervals of s�lence, fell to utter�ng soft, abrupt exclamat�ons. Then,
open�ng her �neffably beaut�ful blue eyes, the hallowed eyes of a mother,
she ra�sed them towards the azure heavens, wh�le �n the�r depths there was
com�ng and go�ng a flame of joy and grat�tude. Lastly, l�ft�ng a langu�d
hand, she w�th a slow movement made the s�gn of the cross over both
herself and her babe.

"Thanks to thee O purest Mother of God!" she murmured. "Thanks
�ndeed to thee!"

Then her eyes grew d�m and vague aga�n, and after a pause (dur�ng
wh�ch she seemed to be scarcely breath�ng) she sa�d �n a hard and matter-
of-fact tone:



"Young fellow, unfasten my satchel."

And wh�lst I was so engaged she cont�nued to regard me w�th a steady
gaze; but, when the task was completed she sm�led shamefacedly, and on
her sunken cheeks and sweat-flecked temples there dawned the ghost of a
blush.

"Now," sa�d she, "do you, for the present, go away."

"And �f I do so, see that �n the meanwh�le you do not move about too
much."

"No, I w�ll not. But please go away."

So I w�thdrew a l�ttle. In my breast a sort of wear�ness was lurk�ng, but
also �n my breast there was echo�ng a soft and glor�ous chorus of b�rds, a
chorus so exqu�s�tely �n accord w�th the never-ceas�ng splash of the sea that
for ever could I have l�stened to �t, and to the ne�ghbour�ng brook as �t
purled on �ts way l�ke a ma�den engaged �n relat�ng conf�dences about her
lover.

Presently, the woman's yellow-scarfed head (the scarf now t�d�ly
rearranged) reappeared over the bushes.

"Come, come, good woman!" was my exclamat�on. "I tell you that you
must not move about so soon."

And certa�nly her att�tude now was one of utter languor, and she had
perforce to grasp the stem of a bush w�th one hand to support herself. Yet
wh�le the blood was gone from her face, there had formed �n the hollows
where her eyes had been two lakes of blue.

"See how he �s sleep�ng!" she murmured.

And, true enough, the ch�ld was sound asleep, though to my eyes he
looked much as any other baby m�ght have done, save that the couch of
autumn leaves on wh�ch he was ensconced cons�sted of leaves of a k�nd
wh�ch could not have been d�scovered �n the faraway forests of Orlov.



"Now, do you yourself l�e down awh�le," was my adv�ce.

"Oh, no," she repl�ed w�th a shake of her head on �ts s�nuous neck; "for I
must be collect�ng my th�ngs before I move on towards—"

"Towards Otchench�r�"

"Yes. By now my folk w�ll have gone many a verst �n that d�rect�on."

"And can you walk so far?"

"The Holy Mother w�ll help me."

Yes, she was to journey �n the company of the Mother of God. So no
more on the po�nt requ�red to be sa�d.

Glanc�ng aga�n at the t�ny, �nchoate face under the bushes, her eyes
d�ffused rays of warm and k�ndly l�ght as, l�ck�ng her l�ps, she, w�th a slow
movement, smoothed the breast of the l�ttle one.

Then I arranged st�cks for a f�re, and also adjusted stones to support the
kettle.

"Soon I w�ll have tea ready for you," I remarked.

"And thankful �ndeed I shall be," she responded, "for my breasts are
dr�ed up."

"Why have your compan�ons deserted you?" I sa�d next.

"They have not deserted me. It was I that left them of my own accord.
How could I have exposed myself �n the�r presence?"

And w�th a glance at me she ra�sed a hand to her face as, sp�tt�ng a gout
of blood, she sm�led a sort of bashful sm�le.

"Th�s �s your f�rst ch�ld, I take �t?"

"It �s.... And who are you?"



"A man."

"Yes, a man, of course; but, are you a MARRIED man?"

"No, I have never been able to marry."

"That cannot be true."

"Why not?"

W�th lowered eyes she sat awh�le �n thought.

"Because, �f so, how do you come to know so much about women's
affa�rs?"

Th�s t�me I DID l�e, for I repl�ed:

"Because they have been my study. In fact, I am a med�cal student."

"Ah! Our pr�est's son also was a student, but a student for the Church."

"Very well. Then you know what I am. Now I w�ll go and fetch some
water."

Upon th�s she �ncl�ned her head towards her l�ttle son and l�stened for a
moment to h�s breath�ng. Then she sa�d w�th a glance towards the sea:

"I too should l�ke to have a wash, but I do not know what the water �s
l�ke. What �s �t? Brack�sh or salt?"

"No; qu�te good water—f�t for you to wash �n."

"Is �t really?"

"Yes, really. Moreover, �t �s warmer than the water of the streams
hereabouts, wh�ch �s as cold as �ce."

"Ah! Well, you know best."



Here a shaggy-eared pony, all sk�n and bone, was seen approach�ng us at
a foot's pace. Trembl�ng, and droop�ng �ts head, �t scanned us, as �t drew
level, w�th a round black eye, and snorted. Upon that, �ts r�der pushed back
a ragged fur cap, glanced war�ly �n our d�rect�on, and aga�n sank h�s head.

"The folk of these parts are ugly to look at," softly commented the
woman from Orlov.

Then I departed �n quest of water. After I had washed my face and hands
I f�lled the kettle from a stream br�ght and l�vely as qu�cks�lver (a stream
present�ng, as the autumn leaves tossed �n the edd�es wh�ch went leap�ng
and s�ng�ng over the stones, a truly enchant�ng spectacle), and, return�ng,
and peep�ng through the bushes, perce�ved the woman to be crawl�ng on
hands and knees over the stones, and anx�ously peer�ng about, as though �n
search of someth�ng.

"What �s �t?" I �nqu�red, and thereupon, turn�ng grey �n the face w�th
confus�on she hastened to conceal some art�cle under her person, although I
had already guessed the nature of the art�cle.

"G�ve �t to me," was my only remark. "I w�ll go and bury �t."

"How so? For, as a matter of fact, �t ought to be bur�ed under the floor �n
front of some stove."

"Are we to bu�ld a stove HERE? Bu�ld �t �n f�ve m�nutes?" I retorted.

"Ah, I was jest�ng. But really, I would rather not have �t bur�ed here, lest
some w�ld beast should come and devour �t... Yet �t ought to be comm�tted
only to the earth."

That sa�d, she, w�th averted eyes, handed me a mo�st and heavy bundle;
and as she d�d so she sa�d under her breath, w�th an a�r of confus�on:

"I beg of you for Chr�st's sake to bury �t as well, as deeply, as you can.
Out of p�ty for my son do as I b�d you."



I d�d as she had requested; and, just as the task had been completed, I
perce�ved her return�ng from the marg�n of the sea w�th unsteady ga�t, and
an arm stretched out before her, and a pett�coat soaked to the m�ddle w�th
the sea water. Yet all her face was al�ght w�th �nward f�re, and as I helped
her to rega�n the spot where I had prepared some st�cks I could not help
reflect�ng w�th some aston�shment:

"How strong �ndeed she �s!"

Next, as we drank a m�xture of tea and honey, she �nqu�red:

"Have you now ceased to be a student?"

"Yes."

"And why so? Through too much dr�nk?"

"Even so, good mother."

"Dear me! Well, your face �s fam�l�ar to me. Yes, I remember that I
not�ced you �n Sukhum when once you were argu�ng w�th the barraque
super�ntendent over the quest�on of rat�ons. As I d�d so the thought occurred
to me: 'Surely that bold young fellow must have gone and spent h�s means
on dr�nk? Yes, that �s how �t must be.'"

Then, as from her swollen l�ps she l�cked a drop of honey, she aga�n bent
her blue eyes �n the d�rect�on of the bush under wh�ch the slumber�ng,
newly-arr�ved Orlov�an was couched.

"How w�ll he l�ve?" thoughtfully she sa�d w�th a s�gh—then added:

"You have helped me, and I thank you. Yes, my thanks are yours, though
I cannot tell whether or not your ass�stance w�ll have helped HIM."

And, dr�nk�ng the rest of her tea, she ate a morsel of bread, then made
the s�gn of the cross. And subsequently, as I was putt�ng up my th�ngs, she
cont�nued to rock herself to and fro, to g�ve l�ttle starts and cr�es, and to
gaze thoughtfully at the ground w�th eyes wh�ch had now rega�ned the�r
or�g�nal colour. At last she rose to her feet.



"You are not go�ng yet?" I quer�ed protest�ngly.

"Yes, I must."

"But—"

"The Blessed V�rg�n w�ll go w�th me. So please hand me over the ch�ld."

"No, I w�ll carry h�m."

And, after a contest for the honour, she y�elded, and we walked away
s�de by s�de.

"I only w�sh I were a l�ttle stead�er on my feet," she remarked w�th an
apologet�c sm�le as she la�d a hand upon my shoulder.

Meanwh�le, the new c�t�zen of Russ�a, the l�ttle human be�ng of an
unknown future, was snor�ng soundly �n my arms as the sea plashed and
murmured, and threw off �ts wh�te shav�ngs, and the bushes wh�spered
together, and the sun (now arr�ved at the mer�d�an) shone br�ghtly upon us
all.

In calm content �t was that we walked; save that now and then the
mother would halt, draw a deep breath, ra�se her head, scan the sea and the
forest and the h�lls, and peer �nto her son's face. And as she d�d so, even the
m�st begotten of tears of suffer�ng could not d�m the wonderful br�ll�ancy
and clearness of her eyes. For w�th the sombre f�re of �nexhaust�ble love
were those eyes aflame.

Once, as she halted, she excla�med:

"O God, O Mother of God, how good �t all �s! Would that for ever I
could walk thus, yes, walk and walk unto the very end of the world! All that
I should need would be that thou, my son, my darl�ng son, shouldst, borne
upon thy mother's breast, grow and wax strong!"

And the sea murmured and murmured.



THE ICEBREAKER

On a frozen r�ver near a certa�n Russ�an town, a gang of seven carpenters
were hast�ly repa�r�ng an �cebreaker wh�ch the townsfolk had str�pped for
f�rewood.

That year spr�ng happened to be late �n arr�v�ng, and youthful March
looked more l�ke October, and only at noon, and that not on every day, d�d
the pale, w�ntry sun show h�mself �n the overcast heavens, or, gl�mmer�ng
�n blue spaces between clouds, contemplate the earth w�th a squ�nt�ng,
malevolent eye.

The day �n quest�on was the Fr�day �n Holy Week, and, as n�ght drew on,
dr�pp�ngs were becom�ng congealed �nto �c�cles half an arsh�n long, and �n
the snow-str�pped �ce of the r�ver only the dun hue of the w�ntry clouds was
reflected.

As the carpenters worked there kept mournfully, �ns�stently echo�ng
from the town the coppery note of bells; and at �ntervals heads would ra�se
themselves, and blue eyes would gleam thoughtfully through the same grey
fog �n wh�ch the town lay enveloped, and an axe upl�fted would hover a
moment �n the a�r as though fear�ng w�th �ts descent to cleave the lusc�ous
flood of sound.

Scattered over the spac�ous r�ver-track were dark p�ne branches,
project�ng obl�quely from the �ce, to mark paths, open spaces, and cracks on
the surface; and where they reared themselves aloft, these branches looked
l�ke the cramped, d�storted arms of drown�ng men.

From the r�ver came a wh�ff of gloom and depress�on. Covered over w�th
sodden slush, �t stretched w�th �rksome r�g�d�ty towards the m�sty quarter
whence blew a langu�d, slugg�sh, damp, cold w�nd.



Suddenly the foreman, one Oss�p, a cleanly bu�lt, upr�ght l�ttle peasant
w�th a neatly curl�ng, s�lvery beard, ruddy cheeks, and a flex�ble neck, a
man everywhere and always �n ev�dence, shouted:

"Look al�ve there, my heart�es!"

Presently he turned h�s attent�on to myself, and sm�led �ns�nuat�ngly.

"Inspector," he sa�d, "what are you try�ng to poke out of the sky w�th that
squat nose of yours? And why are you here at all? You come from the
contractor, you say?—from Vas�l� Serge�tch? Well, well! Then your job �s to
hurry us up, to keep bark�ng out, 'M�nd what you are do�ng, such-and-such
gang!' Yet there you stand-bl�nk�ng over your task l�ke an object dr�ed st�ff!
It's not to bl�nk that you're here, but to play the watchdog upon us, and to
keep an eye open, and your tongue on the wag. So �ssue your commands,
young cockerel."

Then he shouted to the workmen:

"Now, then! No sh�rk�ng! Is the job go�ng to be f�n�shed ton�ght, or �s �t
not?"

As a matter of fact, he h�mself was the worst sh�rker �n the artel
[Workman's un�on]. True, he was also a f�rst-rate hand at h�s trade, and a
man who could work qu�ckly and well and w�th sk�ll and concentrat�on; but,
unfortunately, he hated putt�ng h�mself out, and preferred to spend h�s t�me
sp�nn�ng arrest�ng yarns. For �nstance, on the present occas�on he chose the
moment when work was proceed�ng w�th a sw�ng, when everyone was
bus�ly and s�lently and wholeheartedly labour�ng w�th the object of runn�ng
the job through to the end, to beg�n �n h�s mus�cal vo�ce:

"Look here, lads. Once upon a t�me—"

And though for the f�rst two or three m�nutes the men appeared not to
hear h�m, and cont�nued the�r plan�ng and chopp�ng as before, the moment
came when the soft tenor accents caught and held the men's attent�on, as
they tr�ckled and burbled forth. Then, screw�ng up h�s br�ght eyes w�th a
humorous a�r, and tw�st�ng h�s curly beard between h�s f�ngers, Oss�p gave a



complacent cl�ck of h�s tongue, and cont�nued measuredly, and w�th
del�berat�on:

"So he se�zed hold of the tench, and thrust �t back �nto the cave. And as
he turned to proceed through the forest he thought to h�mself: 'Now I must
keep my eyes about me.' And suddenly, from somewhere (no one could
have sa�d where), a woman's vo�ce shr�eked: 'Eles�-a-ah! Eles�a-ah!'"

Here a tall, lanky Mordu�ne named Leuka, w�th, as surname, Narodetz, a
young fellow whose small eyes wore always an express�on of aston�shment,
la�d as�de h�s axe, and stood gap�ng.

"And from the cave a deep bass vo�ce repl�ed: 'Eles�-a-ah!' wh�le at the
same moment the tench sprang from the cave, and, champ�ng �ts jaws,
wr�ggled and wr�ggled back to the slough."

Here an old sold�er named San�av�n, a morose man, a t�ppler, and a
sufferer from asthma and an �nexpl�cable grudge aga�nst l�fe �n general,
croaked out:

"How could your tench have wr�ggled across dry land �f �t was a f�sh?"

"Can, for that matter, a f�sh speak?" was Oss�p's good-humoured retort.

All of wh�ch �nsp�red Moke� Bud�r�n, a grey-headed muzh�k of a cast of
countenance can�ne �n the prom�nence of h�s jaws and the recess�on of h�s
forehead, and tac�turn w�thal, though not otherw�se remarkable, to g�ve
slow, nasal utterance to h�s favour�te formula.

"That �s true enough," he sa�d.

For never could anyth�ng be spoken of that was gr�m or marvellous or
lewd or mal�c�ous, but Bud�r�n at once re-echoed softly, but �n a tone of
unshakable conv�ct�on: "That �s true enough."

Thereafter he would tap me on the breast w�th h�s hard and ponderous
f�st.



Presently work aga�n underwent an �nterrupt�on through the fact that
Yakov Boev, a man who possessed both a stammer and a squ�nt, became
s�m�larly f�lled w�th a des�re to tell us someth�ng about a f�sh. Yet from the
moment that he began h�s narrat�ve everyone decl�ned to bel�eve �t, and
laughed at h�s broken verb�age as, frequently �nvok�ng the De�ty, and
curs�ng, and brand�sh�ng h�s awl, and v�c�ously swallow�ng sp�ttle, he
shouted am�d general r�d�cule:

"Once-once upon a t�me there l�ved a man. Yes, other folk before YOU
have bel�eved my tale. Indeed, �t �s no more than the truth that I'm go�ng to
tell you. Very well! Cackle away, and be damned!"

Here everyone w�thout except�on dropped h�s work to shout w�th
merr�ment and clap h�s hands: w�th the result that, doff�ng h�s cap, and
thereby d�sclos�ng a s�lvered, symmetr�cally shaped head w�th one bald spot
am�d �ts one dark port�on, Oss�p was forced to shout severely:

"H�, you Bud�r�n! You've had your say, and g�ven us some fun, and there
must be no more of �t."

"But I had only just begun what I want to say," the old sold�er grumbled,
sp�tt�ng upon the palms of h�s hands.

Next, Oss�p turned to myself.

"Inspector," he began...

It �s my op�n�on that �n thus h�nder�ng the men from work through h�s
tale-tell�ng, Oss�p had some def�n�te end �n v�ew. I could not say prec�sely
what that end was, but �t must have been the object e�ther of cloak�ng h�s
own laz�ness or of g�v�ng the men a rest. On the other hand, whenever the
contractor was present he, Oss�p, bore h�mself w�th humble obsequ�ousness,
and cont�nued to assume a gu�se of s�mpl�c�ty wh�ch none the less d�d not
prevent h�m, on the advent of each Saturday, from �nduc�ng h�s employer to
bestow a pourbo�re upon the artel.

And though th�s same Oss�p was an artelu�, and a d�rector of the artel,
h�s sen�or co-members bore h�m no affect�on, but, rather, looked upon h�m



as a wag or tr�fler, and treated h�m as of no �mportance. And, s�m�larly, the
younger members of the artel l�ked well enough to l�sten to h�s tales, but
decl�ned to take h�m ser�ously, and, �n some cases, regarded h�m w�th �ll-
concealed, or openly expressed, d�strust.

Once the Mordu�ne, a man of educat�on w�th whom, on occas�ons, I held
d�scuss�ons on �nt�mate subjects, repl�ed to a quest�on of m�ne on the
subject of Oss�p:

"I scarcely know. Goodness alone knows! No, I do not know anyth�ng
about h�m."

To wh�ch, after a pause, he added:

"Once a fellow named M�kha�lo, a clever fellow who �s now dead,
�nsulted Oss�p by say�ng to h�m: 'Do you call yourself a man? Why,
regarded as a workman, you're as l�feless as a doorna�l, wh�le, see�ng that
you weren't born to be a master, you'll all your l�fe cont�nue chatter�ng �n
corners, l�ke a plummet sw�ng�ng at the end of a str�ng!' Yes, and that was
true enough."

Lastly, after another pause the Mordu�ne concluded:

"No matter. He �s not such a bad sort."

My own pos�t�on among these men was a pos�t�on of some
awkwardness, for, a young fellow of only f�fteen, I had been appo�nted by
the contractor, a d�stant relat�ve of m�ne, to the task of super�ntend�ng the
expend�ture of mater�al. That �s to say, I had to see to �t that the carpenters
d�d not make away w�th na�ls, or d�spose of planks �n return for dr�nk. Yet
all the t�me my presence was pract�cally useless, see�ng that the men stole
na�ls as though I were not even �n ex�stence and strove to show me that
among them I was a person too many, a sheer �ncubus, and se�zed every
opportun�ty of g�v�ng me covert jogs w�th a beam, and s�m�larly affront�ng
me.

Th�s, of course, made my relat�ons w�th them h�ghly d�ff�cult,
embarrass�ng, and �rksome; and though moments occurred when I longed to



say someth�ng that m�ght �ngrat�ate me, and endeavoured to effect an
advance �n that d�rect�on, the words always fa�led me at the necessary
juncture, and I found myself ly�ng crushed as before under a burdensome
sense of the superflu�ty of my ex�stence.

Aga�n, �f ever I tr�ed to make an entry as to some mater�al wh�ch had
been used, Oss�p would approach me, and, for �nstance, say:

"Is �t jotted down, eh? Then let me look at �t."

And, eye�ng the notebook w�th a frown, he would add vaguely:

"What a n�ce hand you wr�te!" (He h�mself could wr�te only �n pr�nt�ng
fash�on, �n the large scr�ptory characters of the Eccles�ast�cal Rubr�c, not �n
those of the ord�nary k�nd.)

"For example, that scoop there—what does IT say?"

"It �s the word 'Good.'"

"'Good'? But what a sl�p-knot of a th�ng! And what are those words
THERE, on THAT l�ne?"

"They say, 'Planks, 1 vershok by 9 arsh�n�, 5.'"

"No, s�x was the number used."

"No, f�ve."

"F�ve? Why, the sold�er broke one, d�dn't he?"

"Yes, but never m�nd—at least �t wasn't a plank that was wanted."

"Oh! Well, I may tell you that he took the two p�eces to the tavern to get
dr�nk w�th."

Then, glanc�ng �nto my face w�th h�s cornflower-blue eyes and qu�et,
qu�zz�cal sm�le, he would say w�thout the least confus�on as he tw�sted the
r�nglets of h�s beard:



"Put down '6.' And see here, young cockerel. The weather has turned wet
and cold, and the work �s hard, and somet�mes folk need to have the�r sp�r�ts
cheered and ra�sed w�th a drop of l�quor. So don't you be too hard upon us,
for God won't th�nk the more of you for be�ng str�ct."

And as he thus talked to me �n h�s slow and k�ndly, but sem�-affected,
fash�on—bespatter�ng me, as �t were, w�th wordy sawdust—I would
suddenly grow bl�nd of an eye and s�lently show h�m the corrected f�gure.

"That's �t—that's r�ght. And how f�ne the f�gure looks now, as �t squats
there l�ke a merchant's buxom, comely dame!"

Then he would be seen tr�umphantly tell�ng h�s mates of h�s success;
then, I would f�nd myself feel�ng acutely consc�ous of the fact that everyone
was desp�s�ng me for my complacence Yes, grown s�ck beyond endurance
w�th a yearn�ng for some th�ng wh�ch �t could not descry, my f�fteen-year-
old heart would d�ssolve �n a flood of mort�f�ed tears, and there would pass
through my bra�n the despondent, ach�ng thought:

"Oh, what a sad, uncomfortable world �s th�s! How should Oss�p have
known so well that I should not re-correct the 6 �nto a 5, or that I should not
tell the contractor that the men have bartered a plank for l�quor?"

Aga�n, there befell an occas�on when the men stole two pounds' we�ght
of f�ve vershok mandrels and bolts.

"Look here," I sa�d to Oss�p warn�ngly. "I am go�ng to report th�s."

"All r�ght," he agreed w�th a tw�tch of h�s grey eyebrows. "Though what
such a tr�fle can matter I fa�l to see. Yes, go and report every mother's son of
them."

And to the men themselves he shouted:

"H�, boob�es! Each of you now stands docked for some mandrels and
bolts."

"Why?" was the old sold�er's gr�m �nqu�ry.



"Because you DO so stand," carelessly retorted the other.

W�th snarls thereafter, the men eyed me covertly, unt�l I began to feel
that very l�kely I should not do as I had threatened, and even that so to do
m�ght not be exped�ent.

"But look here," sa�d I to Oss�p. "I am go�ng to g�ve the contractor
not�ce, and let all of you go to the dev�l. For �f I were to rema�n w�th you
much longer I too should become a th�ef."

Oss�p stroked h�s beard awh�le, and pondered. Then he seated h�mself
bes�de me, and sa�d �n an undertone:

"That �s true."

"Well?"

"But th�ngs are always so. The truth �s that �t's t�me you departed. What
sort of a watchman, of a checker, are you? In jobs of th�s k�nd what a man
needs to know �s the mean�ng of property. He needs to have �n h�m the sp�r�t
of a dog, so that he shall look after h�s master's stuff as he would look after
the sk�n wh�ch h�s mother has put on to h�s own body. But you, you young
puppy, haven't the sl�ghtest not�on of what property means. In fact, were
anyone to go and tell Vas�l� Serge�tch about the way �n wh�ch you keep
lett�ng us off, he'd g�ve �t you �n the neck. Yes, you're no good to h�m at all,
but just an expense: whereas when a man serves a master he ought, do you
understand, to be PROFITABLE to that master."

He rolled and handed me a c�garette.

"Smoke th�s," sa�d he, "and perhaps �t'll make your bra�n work eas�er. If
only you had been of a less awkward, uncomfortable nature, I should have
sa�d to you, 'Go and jo�n the pr�ests; but, as th�ngs are, you aren't the r�ght
sort for that—you're too st�ff and unbend�ng, and would never make
headway even w�th an abbot. No, you're not the sort to play cards w�th. A
monk �s l�ke a jackdaw—he chatters w�thout know�ng what he �s chatter�ng
about, and pays no heed to the root of th�ngs, so busy �s he w�th stuff�ng
h�mself full w�th the gra�n. I say th�s to you w�th absolute earnestness, for I



perce�ve you to be strange to our ways—a cuckoo that has blundered �nto
the wrong nest."

And, doff�ng h�s cap, a gesture wh�ch he never fa�led to execute when he
had someth�ng part�cularly �mportant to say, he added humbly and
sonorously as he glanced at the grey f�rmament:

"In the s�ght of the Lord our ways are the ways of th�eves, and such as
w�ll never ga�n of H�m salvat�on."

"And that �s true enough," responded Moke� Bud�r�n after the fash�on of
a clar�onet.

From that t�me forth, Oss�p of the curly, s�lvered head, br�ght eyes, and
shadowy soul became an object of agreeable �nterest for me. Indeed, there
grew up between us a spec�es of fr�endsh�p, even though I could see that a
c�v�l bear�ng towards me �n publ�c was a th�ng that �t hurt h�m to ma�nta�n.
At all events, �n the presence of others he avo�ded my glance, and h�s eyes,
clear, unsull�ed, and f�ght blue �n t�nt, wavered unstead�ly, and h�s l�ps
tw�tched and assumed an art�f�c�ally unpleasant express�on, wh�le he uttered
some such speech as:

"H�, you Makare�, see that you keep your eyes open, and cam your pay,
or that p�g of a sold�er w�ll be mak�ng away w�th more na�ls!"

But at other t�mes, when we were alone together, he would speak to me
k�ndly and �nstruct�vely, wh�le h�s eyes would dance and gleam w�th a fa�nt,
grave, know�ng sm�le, and dart blue rays d�rect �nto m�ne, wh�le for my
part, as I l�stened to h�s words, I took every one of them to be absolutely
true and balanced, desp�te the�r strange del�very.

"A man's duty cons�sts �n be�ng good," I remarked on one occas�on.

"Yes, of course," assented Oss�p, though the next moment he ve�led h�s
eyes w�th a sm�le, and added �n an undertone: "But what do you understand
by the term 'good'? In my op�n�on, unless v�rtue be to the�r advantage, folk
sp�t upon that 'goodness,' that 'honourableness,' of yours. Hence, the better
plan �s to pay folk court, and be c�v�l to them, and flatter and cajole every



mother's son of them. Yes, do that, and your 'goodness' w�ll have a chance
of br�ng�ng you �n some return. Not that I do not say that to be 'good,' to be
able to look your own ugly jowl �n the face �n a m�rror, �s pleasant enough;
but, as I see the matter, �t �s all one to other people whether you be a
cardsharper or a pr�est so long as you're pol�te, and let down your
ne�ghbours l�ghtly. That's what they want."

For my part I never, at that per�od, grew weary of watch�ng my fellows,
for �t was my constant �dea that some day one of them would be able to
ra�se me to a h�gher level, and to br�ng me to an understand�ng of th�s
un�ntell�g�ble and compl�cated ex�stence of ours. Hence I kept ask�ng
myself the restless, the �mportunate quest�on:

"What prec�sely �s the human soul?"

Certa�n souls, I thought, ex�sted wh�ch seemed l�ke balls of copper, for,
sol�d and �mmovable, they reflected th�ngs from the�r own po�nt of v�ew
alone, �n a dull and �rregular and d�storted fash�on. And souls, I thought,
ex�sted wh�ch seemed as flat as m�rrors, and, for all �ntents and purposes,
had no ex�stence at all.

And �n every case the human soul seemed formless, l�ke a cloud, and as
murk�ly mutable as an �m�tat�on opal, a th�ng wh�ch altered accord�ng to the
colour of what adjo�ned �t.

Only as regarded the soul of the �ntell�gent Oss�p was I absolutely at a
loss, absolutely unable to reach a conclus�on.

Ponder�ng these and s�m�lar matters �n my m�nd, I, on the day of wh�ch I
speak, stood gaz�ng at the r�ver, and at the town under the h�ll, as I l�stened
to the bells. Rear�ng themselves aloft l�ke the organ p�pes �n my favour�te
Pol�sh-Roman Cathol�c church, the steeples of the town had the�r crosses
d�mly sparkl�ng as though the latter had been stars �mpr�soned �n a murky
sky. Yet �t was as though those stars hoped eventually to ascend �nto the
purer f�rmament above the w�nd-torn clouds that they sparkled; and as I
stood watch�ng the clouds gl�de onward, and momentar�ly efface w�th the�r
shadows, the town's mult�far�ous hues, I marked the fact that although,
whenever dark-blue cav�t�es �n the�r substance perm�tted the beams of the



sun to �llum�nate the bu�ld�ngs below, those bu�ld�ngs' roofs assumed t�nts
of �ncreased cheerfulness. The clouds seemed to gl�de the faster to ve�l the
beams, wh�le the hum�d shadows grew more opaque—and the scene
darkened as though only for a moment had �t assumed a semblance of joy.

The bu�ld�ngs of the town (look�ng l�ke heaps of muddy snow), the
black, naked earth around those bu�ld�ngs, the trees �n the gardens, the
hummocks of p�led-up so�l, the dull grey gl�mmer of the w�ndow panes of
the houses—all these th�ngs rem�nded me of w�nter, even though the m�sty
breath of the northern spr�ng was beg�nn�ng to steal over the whole.

Presently a young fellow w�th flaxen ha�r, a pendent underl�p, and a tall,
unga�nly f�gure, by name M�shuk D�atlov, essayed to troll the stanza:

"That morn to h�m the ma�den came,
To f�nd h�s soul had fled."

Whereupon the old sold�er shouted:

"H�, you! Have you forgotten the day?"

And even Boev saw f�t to take umbrage at the s�ng�ng, and, threaten�ng
D�atlov w�th h�s f�st, to rap out:

"Ah, sobatchn�a dusha!" ["Soul of a dog."]

"What a rude, rough, pr�m�t�ve lot we Russ�ans are!" commented Oss�p,
seat�ng h�mself atop of the �cebreaker, and screw�ng up h�s eyes to measure
�ts fall. "To speak pla�nly, we Russ�ans are sheer barbar�ans. Once upon a
t�me, I may tell you, an anchor�te happened to be on h�s travels; and as the
people came press�ng around h�m, and kneel�ng to h�m, and tearfully
beseech�ng h�m w�th the words, 'Oh holy father, �ntercede for us w�th the
wolves wh�ch are devour�ng our substance!' he repl�ed: 'Ha! Are you, or are
you not, Orthodox Chr�st�ans? See that I ass�gn you not to cond�gn
perd�t�on!' Yes, angry, �n very truth he was. Nay, he even spat �n the people's
faces. Yet �n real�ty he was a k�ndly old man, for h�s eyes kept shedd�ng
tears equally w�th the�rs."



Twenty sazhen� below the �cebreaker was a gang of barefooted sa�lors,
engaged �n hack�ng out the floes from under the�r barges; and as they
shattered the br�ttle, grey�sh-blue crust on the r�ver, the mattocks rang out,
and the sharp blades of the �cecutters gleamed as they thrust the broken
fragments under the surface. Meanwh�le, there could be heard a bubbl�ng of
water, and the sound of r�vulets tr�ckl�ng down to the sandy marg�n of the
r�ver. And s�m�larly among our own gang was there aud�ble a scrap�ng of
planes, and a screech�ng of saws, and a clatter�ng of �ron braces as they
were dr�ven �nto the smooth yellow wood, wh�le through all the web of
these sounds there ran the ceaseless song of the bells, a song so softened by
d�stance as to thr�ll the soul, much as though d�ngy, burdensome labour
were hold�ng revel �n honour of spr�ng, and call�ng upon the latter to spread
�tself over the starved, naked surface of the gradually thaw�ng ground.

At th�s po�nt someone shouted hoarsely:

"Go and fetch the German. We have not got hands enough."

And from the bank someone bawled �n reply:

"Where IS he?"

"In the tavern. That �s where you must go and look for h�m."

And as they made themselves heard, the vo�ces floated up turg�dly �nto
the sodden a�r, spread themselves over the r�ver's mournful vo�d, and d�ed
away.

Meanwh�le our men worked w�th �ndustry and speed, but not w�thout a
fault or two, for the�r thoughts were f�xed upon the town and �ts washhouses
and churches. And part�cularly restless was Sashok D�atlov, a man whose
ha�r, as flaxen as that of h�s brother, seemed to have been bo�led �n lye. At
�ntervals, glanc�ng up-r�ver, th�s well-bu�lt, sturdy young fellow would say
softly to h�s brother:

"It's crack�ng now, eh?"



And, certa�nly, the �ce had "moved" two n�ghts ago, so that s�nce
yesterday morn�ng the r�ver watchmen had refused to perm�t horsed
veh�cles to cross, and only a few beadl�ke pedestr�ans now were mak�ng
the�r way along the marked-out �ce paths, wh�le, as they proceeded, one
could hear the water slapp�ng aga�nst the planks as the latter bent under the
travellers' we�ght.

"Yes, �t IS crack�ng," at length M�shuk repl�ed w�th a ho�st of h�s g�nger
eyebrows.

Oss�p too scanned the r�ver from under h�s hand. Then he sa�d to
M�shuk:

"Pah! It �s the dry squeak of the planes �n your own hand that you keep
hear�ng, so go on w�th your work, you son of a beldame. And as for you,
Inspector, do you help me to speed up the men �nstead of bury�ng your nose
�n your notebook."

By th�s t�me there rema�ned only two more hours for work, and the arch
of the �cebreaker had been wholly sheathed �n butter-t�nted scantl�ngs, and
noth�ng requ�red to be added to �t save the great �ron braces. Unfortunately,
Boev and San�av�n, the men who had been engaged upon the task of cutt�ng
out the sockets for the braces, had worked so am�ss, and run the�r l�nes so
stra�ght, that, when �t came to the po�nt, the arms of the braces refused to
s�nk properly �nto the wood.

"Oh, you cock-eyed fool of a Mordu�ne!" shouted Oss�p, sm�t�ng h�s f�st
aga�nst the s�de of h�s cap. "Do you call THAT sort of th�ng work?"

At th�s juncture there came from somewhere on the bank a seem�ngly
exultant shout of:

"Ah! NOW �t's g�v�ng way!"

And almost at the same moment, there stole over the r�ver a sort of
rustle, a sort of qu�et crunch�ng wh�ch made the project�ng p�ne branches
qu�ver as though they were try�ng to catch at someth�ng, wh�le, shoulder�ng



the�r mattocks, the barefooted sa�lors no�s�ly hastened aboard the�r barges
w�th the a�d of rope ladders.

And then cur�ous �ndeed was �t to see how many people suddenly came
�nto v�ew on the r�ver—to see how they appeared to �ssue from below the
very �ce �tself, and, hurry�ng to and fro l�ke jackdaws startled by the shot of
a gun, to dart h�ther and th�ther, and to se�ze up planks and boathooks, and
to throw them down aga�n, and once more to se�ze them up.

"Put the tools together," Oss�p shouted. "And look al�ve there, and make
for the bank."

"Aye, and a f�ne Easter Day �t w�ll be for us on THAT bank!" growled
Sashok.

Meanwh�le, �t was the r�ver rather than the town that seemed to be
mot�onless—the latter had begun, as �t were, to qu�ver and reel, and, w�th
the h�ll above �t, to appear to be gl�d�ng slowly up stream, even as the grey,
sandy bank some ten sazhen� from us was beg�nn�ng to grow tremulous, and
to recede.

"Run, all of you!" shouted Oss�p, g�v�ng me a v�olent push as he d�d so.
Then to myself �n part�cular he added: "Why stand gap�ng there?"

Th�s caused a keen sense of danger to str�ke home �n my heart, and to
make my feet feel as though already the �ce was escap�ng the�r tread. So,
automat�cally p�ck�ng themselves up, those feet started to bear my body �n
the d�rect�on of a spot on the sandy bank where the w�nter-str�pped branches
of a w�llow tree were wr�th�ng, and wh�ther there were betak�ng themselves
also Boev, the old sold�er, Bud�r�n, and the brothers D�atlov. Meanwh�le the
Mordu�ne ran by my s�de, curs�ng v�gorously as he d�d so, and Oss�p
followed us, walk�ng backwards.

"No, no, Narodetz," he sa�d.

"But, my good Oss�p—"

"Never m�nd. What has to be, has to be."



"But, as l�kely as not, we may rema�n stuck here for two days!"

"Never m�nd even �f we DO rema�n stuck here."

"But what of the fest�val?"

"It w�ll have, for th�s year at least, to be kept w�thout you."

Seat�ng h�mself on the sand, the old sold�er l�t h�s p�pe and growled:

"What cowards you all are! The bank was only f�fteen sazhen� from us,
yet you ran as though possessed!"

"W�th you yourself as leader," put �n Moke�.

The old sold�er took no not�ce, but added:

"What were you all afra�d of? Once upon a t�me Chr�st H�mself, Our
L�ttle Father, d�ed."

"And rose aga�n," muttered the Mordu�ne w�th a t�nge of resentment.
Wh�ch led Boev to excla�m:

"Puppy, hold your tongue! What r�ght have you to a�r your op�n�ons?"

"Bes�des, th�s �s Good Fr�day, not Easter Day," the old sold�er concluded
w�th severe, d�dact�cal m�en.

In a gap of blue between the clouds there was sh�n�ng the March sun,
and everywhere the �ce was sparkl�ng as though �n der�s�on of ourselves.
Shad�ng h�s eyes, Oss�p gazed at the d�ssolv�ng r�ver, and sa�d:

"Yes, �t IS r�s�ng—but that w�ll not last for long."

"No, but long enough to make us m�ss the fest�val," grumbled Sashok.

Upon th�s the smooth, beardless face of the youthful Mordu�ne, a face
dark and angular l�ke the sk�n of an unpeeled potato, assumed a resentful
frown, and, bl�nk�ng h�s eyes, he muttered:



"Yes, here we may have to s�t—here where there's ne�ther food nor
money! Other folk w�ll be enjoy�ng themselves, but we shall have to rema�n
hugg�ng our hungry stomachs l�ke a pack of dogs!"

Meanwh�le Oss�p's eyes had rema�ned f�xed upon the r�ver, for ev�dently
h�s thoughts were far away, and �t was �n absentm�nded fash�on that he
repl�ed:

"Hunger cannot be cons�dered where necess�ty �mpels. By the way, what
use are our damned �cebreakers? For the protect�on of barges and such?
Why, the �ce hasn't the sense to care. It just goes sl�d�ng over a barge, and
farewell �s the word to THAT b�t of property!"

"Damn �t, but none of us have a barge for property, have we?

"You had better go and talk to a fool."

"The truth �s that the �cebreaker ought to have been taken �n hand
sooner."

F�nally, the old sold�er made a queer gr�mace, and ejaculated:

"Blockhead!"

From a barge a knot of sa�lors shouted someth�ng, and at the same
moment the r�ver sent forth a sort of wh�ff of cruel ch�ll�ness and brood�ng
calm. The d�spos�t�on of the p�ne boughs now had changed. Nay, everyth�ng
�n s�ght was beg�nn�ng to assume a d�fferent a�r, as though everyth�ng were
charged w�th tense expectancy.

One of the younger men asked d�ff�dently, beneath h�s breath:

"Mate Oss�p, what are we go�ng to do?"

"What do you say?" Oss�p quer�ed absent-m�ndedly.

"I say, what are we go�ng to do? Just to s�t here?"

To th�s Boev responded, w�th loud, nasal der�s�on �n h�s tone:



"Yes, my lad, for the Lord has seen f�t to prevent you from part�c�pat�ng
�n H�s most holy fest�val."

And the old sold�er, �n support of h�s mate, extended h�s p�pe towards the
r�ver, and muttered w�th a gr�n:

"You want to cross to the town, do you? Well, be off w�th you, and
though the �ce may g�ve way beneath your feet and drown you, at least
you'll be taken to the pol�ce stat�on, and so get to your fest�val. For that's
what you want, I suppose?"

"True enough," Moke� re-echoed.

Then the sun went �n, and the r�ver grew darker, wh�le the town stood
out more clearly. Ceaselessly, the younger men gazed towards the town
w�th w�stful, gloomy eyes, though s�lently they rema�ned where they were.

S�m�larly, I myself was beg�nn�ng to f�nd th�ngs �rksome and
uncomfortable, as always happens when a number of compan�ons are
th�nk�ng d�fferent thoughts, and conta�n �n themselves none of that un�ty of
w�ll wh�ch alone can jo�n men �nto a d�rect, un�form force. Rather, I felt as
though I could gladly leave my compan�ons and start out upon the �ce
alone.

Suddenly Oss�p recovered h�s facult�es. R�s�ng, then doff�ng h�s cap and
mak�ng the s�gn of the cross �n the d�rect�on of the town, he sa�d w�th a
qu�et, s�mple, yet somehow author�tat�ve, a�r:

"Very well, my mates. Go �n peace, and may the Lord go w�th you!"

"But wh�ther?" asked Sashok, leap�ng to h�s feet. "To the town?"

"Wh�ther else?"

The old sold�er was the only one not to r�se, and w�th conv�ct�on he
remarked:

"It w�ll result but �n our gett�ng drowned."



"Then stay where you are."

Oss�p glanced around the party. Then he cont�nued:

"Best�r yourselves! Look al�ve!"

Upon wh�ch all crowded together, and Boev, thrust�ng the tools �nto a
hole �n the bank, groaned:

"The order 'go' has been g�ven, so go we MUST, well though a man �n
rece�pt of such an order m�ght ask h�mself, 'How �s �t go�ng to be done?'"

Oss�p seemed, �n some way, to have grown younger and more act�ve,
wh�le the hab�tually shy, though good-humoured, express�on of h�s
countenance was gone from h�s ruddy features, and h�s darkened eyes had
assumed an a�r of stern act�v�ty. Nay, even h�s �ndolent, roll�ng ga�t had
d�sappeared, and �n h�s step there was more f�rmness, more assurance, than
had ever before been the case.

"Let every man take a plank," he sa�d, "and hold �t �n front of h�m. Then,
should anyone fall �n (wh�ch God forb�d!), the plank-ends w�ll catch upon
the �ce to e�ther s�de of h�m, and hold h�m up. Also, every man must avo�d
cracks �n the �ce. Yes, and �s there a rope handy? Here, Narodetz! Reach me
that sp�r�t-level. Is everyone ready? I w�ll walk f�rst, and next there must
come—well, wh�ch �s the heav�est?—you, sold�er, and then Moke�, and
then the Mordu�ne, and then Boev, and then M�shuk, and then Sashok, and
then Makare�, the l�ghtest of all. And do you all take off your caps before
start�ng, and say a prayer to the Mother of God. Ha! Here �s Old Father Sun
com�ng out to greet us."

Read�ly d�d the men bare the�r tousled grey or flaxen heads as
momentar�ly the sun glanced through a bank of th�n wh�te vapour before
aga�n conceal�ng h�mself, as though averse to arous�ng any false hopes.

"Now!" sharply commanded Oss�p �n h�s new-found vo�ce. "And may
God go w�th us! Watch my feet, and don't crowd too much upon one
another, but keep each at a sazhen's d�stance or more—�n fact, the more the
better. Yes, come, mates!"



W�th wh�ch, stuff�ng h�s cap �nto h�s bosom, and grasp�ng the sp�r�t-level
�n h�s hands, Oss�p set foot upon the �ce w�th a sl�d�ng, caut�ous, shuffl�ng
ga�t. At the same moment, there came from the bank beh�nd us a startled
cry of:

"Where are you off to, you fools?"

"Never m�nd," sa�d Oss�p to ourselves. "Come along w�th you, and don't
stand star�ng."

"You blockheads!" the vo�ce repeated. "You had far better return."

"No, no! come on!" was Oss�p's counter-command. "And as you move
th�nk of God, or you'll never f�nd yourselves among the �nv�ted guests at
H�s holy fest�val of Eastert�de."

Next Oss�p sounded a pol�ce wh�stle, wh�ch act led the old sold�er to
excla�m:

"Oh, that's the way, mate! Good! Yes, you know what to do. Now not�ce
w�ll have been g�ven to the pol�ce on the further bank, and, �f we're not
drowned, we shall f�nd ourselves clapped �n gaol when we get there.
However, I'm not respons�ble."

In sp�te of th�s remonstrance, Oss�p's sturdy vo�ce drew h�s compan�ons
after h�m as though they had been t�ed to a rope.

"Watch your feet carefully," once more he cr�ed.

Our l�ne of march was d�rected obl�quely, and �n the oppos�te d�rect�on to
the current. Also, I, as the rearmost of the party, found �t pleasant to note
how the wary l�ttle Oss�p of the s�lvery head went loop�ng over the �ce w�th
the deftness of a hare, and pract�cally no ra�s�ng of the feet, wh�le beh�nd
h�m there tra�led, �n w�ld-goose fash�on, and as though t�ed to a s�ngle
�nv�s�ble str�ng, s�x dark and undulat�ng f�gures the shadows of wh�ch kept
mak�ng themselves v�s�ble on the �ce, from those f�gures' feet to po�nts
�ndef�n�tely remote. And as we proceeded, all of us kept our heads lowered



as though we had been descend�ng from a mounta�n �n momentary fear of a
false step.

Also, though the shout�ng �n our rear kept grow�ng �n volume, and we
could tell that by th�s t�me a crowd had gathered, not a word could we
d�st�ngu�sh, but only a sort of ugly d�n.

In t�me our caut�ous march became for me a mere, mechan�cal,
wear�some task, for on ord�nary occas�ons �t was my custom to ma�nta�n a
pace of greater rap�d�ty. Thus, eventually I sank �nto the sem�consc�ous
cond�t�on am�d wh�ch the soul turns to vacu�ty, and one no longer th�nks of
oneself, but, on the contrary �ssues from one's personal�ty, and beg�ns to see
objects w�th unwonted clar�ty, and to hear sounds w�th unwonted prec�s�on.
Under my feet the seams �n the blue-grey, leaden �ce lay full of water, wh�le
as for the �ce �tself, �t was bl�nd�ng �n �ts expans�ve gl�tter, even though �n
places �t had come to be e�ther cracked or bulbous, or had ground �tself �nto
powder w�th �ts own movement, or had become heaped �nto slushy
hummocks of pum�ce-l�ke spong�ness and the cons�stency of broken glass.
And everywhere around me I could d�scern the ch�lly, gap�ng sm�le of blue
crev�ces wh�ch caught at my feet, and rendered the tread of my boot-soles
unstable. And ever, as we marched, could the vo�ces of Boev and the old
sold�er be heard speak�ng �n ant�phony, l�ke two p�pes be�ng fluted by one
and the same pa�r of l�ps.

"I won't be respons�ble," sa�d the one vo�ce.

"Nor I," responded the other.

"The only reason why I have come �s that I was told to do so. That's all
about �t."

"Yes, and the same w�th me."

"One man g�ves an order, and another man, perhaps a man a thousand
t�mes more sens�ble than he, �s forced to obey �t."

"Is any man, �n these days, sens�ble, see�ng what a racket we have to l�ve
among?"



By th�s t�me Oss�p had tucked the sk�rts of h�s greatcoat �nto h�s belt,
wh�le beneath those sk�rts h�s legs (clad �n grey cloth ga�ters of a m�l�tary
pattern) were shuffl�ng along as l�ghtly and eas�ly as spr�ngs, and �n a
manner that suggested that there was turn�ng and tw�st�ng �n front of h�m
some person whom, though des�rous of barr�ng to h�m the d�rect course, the
shortest route, Oss�p successfully opposed and evaded by d�nt of dodges
and dev�at�ons to r�ght and left, and occas�onal turns about, and the
execut�on of dance steps and loops and sem�c�rcles. Meanwh�le �n the tones
of Oss�p's vo�ce there was a soft, mus�cal r�ng that struck agreeably upon
the ear, and harmon�sed to adm�rat�on w�th the song of the bells just when
we were approach�ng the m�ddle of the r�ver's breadth of four hundred
sazhen�. There resounded over the surface of the �ce a v�c�ous rustle wh�le a
p�ece of �ce sl�d from under my feet. Stumbl�ng, and powerless to reta�n my
foot�ng, I blundered down upon my knees �n helpless aston�shment; and
then, as I glanced upstream, fear gr�pped at my throat, depr�ved me of
speech, and darkened all my v�s�on. For the whole substance of the grey
�ce-core had come to l�fe and begun to heave �tself upwards! Yes, the
h�therto level surface was thrust�ng forth sharp angular r�dges, and the a�r
seemed full of a strange sound l�ke the trampl�ng of some heavy be�ng over
broken glass.

W�th a qu�et tr�ckle there came a sw�rl of water around me, wh�le an
adjacent p�ne bough cracked and squeaked as though �t too had come to l�fe.
My compan�ons shouted, and collected �nto a knot; whereupon, at once
dom�nat�ng and quell�ng the tense, pa�nful hubbub of sounds, there rang
forth the vo�ce of Oss�p.

"Mother of God!" he shouted. "Scatter, lads! Get away from one another,
and keep each to h�mself! Now! Courage!"



W�th that, spr�ng�ng towards us as though wasps had been after h�m, and
grasp�ng the sp�r�t-level as though �t had been a weapon, he jabbed �t to
every s�de, as though f�ght�ng �nv�s�ble foes, wh�le, just as the qu�ver�ng
town began, seem�ngly, to gl�de past us, and the �ce at my feet gave a
screech and crumbled to fragments beneath me, so that water bubbled to my
knees. I leapt up from where I was, and rushed bl�ndly �n Oss�p's d�rect�on.

"Where are you com�ng to, fool?" was h�s shout as he brand�shed the
sp�r�t-level. "Stand st�ll where you are!"

Indeed, Oss�p seemed no longer to be Oss�p at all, but a person cur�ously
younger, a person �n whom all that had been fam�l�ar �n Oss�p had become
effaced. Yes, the once blue eyes had turned to grey, and the f�gure added
half an arsh�n to �ts stature as, stand�ng as erect as a newly made na�l, and
press�ng both feet together, the foreman stretched h�mself to h�s full he�ght,
and shouted w�th h�s mouth open to �ts w�dest extent:

"Don't shuffle about, nor crowd upon one another, or I'll break your
heads!"

Whereafter, of myself �n part�cular, he �nqu�red as he ra�sed the sp�r�t-
level:

"What �s the matter w�th YOU, pray?"

"I am feel�ng fr�ghtened," I muttered �n response.

"Feel�ng fr�ghtened of WHAT, �ndeed?"

"Of be�ng drowned."

"Pooh! Just you hold your tongue."

Yet the next moment he glanced at me, and added �n a gentler, qu�eter
tone:

"None but a fool gets drowned. P�ck yourself up and come along."



Then once more he shouted full-throated words of encouragement to h�s
men; and as he d�d so, h�s chest swelled and h�s head rocked w�th the effort.

Yet, crackl�ng and crack�ng, the �ce was break�ng up; and soon �t began
slowly to bear us past the town. 'Twas as though some unknown force
ashore had awakened, and was str�v�ng to tear the banks of the r�ver �n two,
so much d�d the port�on of the landscape downstream seem to be stand�ng
st�ll wh�le the port�on level w�th us seemed to be reced�ng �n the oppos�te
d�rect�on, and thus caus�ng a break to take place �n the m�ddle of the
p�cture.

And soon th�s movement, a movement agon�s�ngly slow, depr�ved me of
my sense of be�ng connected w�th the rest of the world, unt�l, as the whole
receded, despa�r aga�n gr�pped my heart and unnerved my l�mbs. Roseate
clouds were gl�d�ng across the sky and caus�ng stray fragments of the �ce,
wh�ch, seem�ngly, yearned to engulf me, to assume reflected t�nts of a
s�m�lar hue. Yes, �t was as though the b�rth of spr�ng had reawakened the
un�verse, and was caus�ng �t to stretch �tself, and to em�t deep, hurr�ed,
broken pants that cracked �ts bones as the r�ver, embedded �n the earth's
stout framework, rev�v�f�ed the whole w�th th�ck, turbulent, ebull�ent blood.

And th�s sense of l�ttleness, of �mpotence am�d the calm, assured
movement of the earth's vast bulk, we�ghed upon my soul, and evoked, and
momentar�ly fanned to flame �n me, the shameless human quest�on: "What
�f I should stretch forth my hand and lay �t upon the h�ll and the banks of the
r�ver, and say, 'Halt unt�l I come to you!'?"

Meanwh�le the bells cont�nued the mournful moan�ng of the�r resonant,
coppery notes; and that moan�ng led me to reflect that w�th�n two days (on
the n�ght of the morrow) they would be peal�ng a joyous welcome to the
Resurrect�on Feast.

"Oh that all of us may l�ve to hear that sound!" was my unspoken
thought.

Before my v�s�on there kept quaver�ng seven dark f�gures—f�gures
shuffl�ng over the �ce, and brand�sh�ng planks l�ke oars. And, wr�ggl�ng l�ke
a lamprey �n front of them was a l�ttle old fellow, an old fellow resembl�ng



Sa�nt N�cholas the Wonder-Worker, an old fellow who kept cry�ng softly,
but author�tat�vely:

"Do not stare about you!"

And ever the r�ver was grow�ng rougher and ruder; ever �ts backbone
was beg�nn�ng to pu�ver and flounder l�ke a whale underfoot, w�th �ts
l�quescent body of cold, grey, murky water burst�ng w�th �ncreas�ng
frequency from �ts shell of �ce, and lapp�ng hungr�ly at our feet.

Yes, we were human be�ngs travers�ng, as �t were, a slender pole over a
bottomless abyss; and as we walked, the water's soft, cantab�le splash set
me �n m�nd of the depths below, of the �nf�n�te t�me dur�ng wh�ch a body
would cont�nue s�nk�ng through dense, ch�lly bulk unt�l s�ght faded and the
heart stopped beat�ng. Yes, before my m�nd's eye there arose men drowned
and devoured by crayf�sh, men w�th crumbl�ng skulls and swollen features,
and glassy, bulg�ng eyes and puffy hands and outstretched f�ngers and
palms of wh�ch the sk�n had rotted off w�th the damp.

The f�rst to fall �n was Moke� Bud�r�n. He had been walk�ng next ahead
of the Mordu�ne, and, as a man hab�tually s�lent and absorbed, proceed�ng
on h�s way more qu�etly than the rest. Suddenly someth�ng had seemed to
catch at h�s legs, and he had d�sappeared unt�l only h�s head and h�s hands,
as the latter clutched at h�s plank, had been left above-level.

"Run and help h�m, somebody!" was Oss�p's �nstant cry. "Yes, but not all
of you—just one or two. Help h�m I say!"

The splutter�ng Moke�, however, sa�d to the Mordu�ne and myself:

"No; do you move away, mates, for I shall best help myself. Never you
m�nd."

And, sure enough, he d�d succeed �n draw�ng h�mself out on to the �ce
w�thout ass�stance. Whereafter he remarked as he shook h�mself:

"A n�ce p�ckle, th�s, to be �n! I m�ght as well have been drowned!"



And, �n fact, at the moment he looked, w�th h�s chatter�ng teeth and great
tongue l�ck�ng a dr�pp�ng moustache, prec�sely l�ke a large, good-natured
dog.

Then I remembered how, a month earl�er, he had acc�dentally dr�ven the
blade of h�s axe through the jo�nt of h�s left thumb, and, merely p�ck�ng up
the wh�te fragment of flesh w�th the na�l turn�ng blue, and scann�ng �t w�th
h�s unfathomable eyes, had remarked, as though �t was he h�mself that had
been at fault:

"How often before I have �njured that thumb, I could not say. And when
once I d�slocated �t, I went on work�ng w�th �t longer than was r�ght.... Now
I w�ll go and bury �t."

W�th wh�ch, carefully wrapp�ng up the fragment �n some shav�ngs, he
had thrust the whole �nto h�s pocket, and bandaged the wounded hand.

S�m�larly, after that, d�d Boev, the man next �n order beh�nd Moke�,
contr�ve to wrest h�mself from the grasp of the �ce, though, on �mmers�on,
he started bawl�ng, "Mates, I shall drown! I am dead already! Help me, help
me!" and became so cramped w�th terror as to be extr�cated only w�th great
d�ff�culty, wh�le am�d the general confus�on the Mordu�ne too nearly
sl�pped �nto the water.

"A narrow shave of say�ng Vespers ton�ght w�th the dev�ls �n Hell!" he
remarked as he clambered back, and stood gr�nn�ng w�th an even more
angular and attenuated appearance than usual.

The next moment Boev ach�eved a second plunge, and screamed, as
before, for help.

"Don't shout, you goat of a Yashka!" Oss�p excla�med as he threatened
h�m w�th the sp�r�t-level. "Why scare people? I'll g�ve �t you! Look here,
lads. Let every man take off h�s belt and turn out h�s pockets. Then he'll
walk l�ghter."

Toothed jaws gaped and crunched at us at every step, and vom�ted th�ck
sp�ttle; at every tenth step the�r keen blue fangs reached for our l�ves.



Meanwh�le, the soaked cond�t�on of our boots and clothes had rendered us
as sl�my as though smeared w�th paste. Also, �t so we�ghed us down as to
h�nder any act�ve movement, and to cause each step to be taken caut�ously,
slowly, s�lently, and w�th ponderous d�ff�dence.

Yet, soaked though we were, Oss�p m�ght ver�ly have known the number
of cracks �n advance, so smooth and harel�ke was h�s progress from floe to
floe as at �ntervals he faced about, watched us, and cr�ed sonorously:

"That's the way to do �t, eh?"

Yes, he absolutely played w�th the r�ver, and though �t kept catch�ng at
h�s d�m�nut�ve form, he always evaded �t, c�rcumvented �ts movements, and
avo�ded �ts snares. Nay, capable even of d�rect�ng �ts trend d�d he seem, and
of thrust�ng under our feet only the largest and f�rmest floes.

"Lads, there �s no need to be downhearted," he would cry at �ntervals.

"Ah, that brave Oss�p!" the Mordu�ne once ejaculated. "In very truth �s
he a man, and no m�stake! Just look at h�m!"

The closer we approached the further shore, the th�nner and the more
br�ttle d�d the �ce become, and the more l�able we to break through �t. By
th�s t�me the town had nearly passed us, and we were b�dd�ng fa�r to be
carr�ed out �nto the Volga, where the �ce would st�ll be sound, and, as l�kely
as not, draw us under �tself.

"By your leave, we are go�ng to be drowned," the Mordu�ne murmured
as he glanced at the blue shadow of event�de on our left.

And s�multaneously, as though compass�onat�ng our lot, a large floe
grounded upon the bank, gl�ded upwards w�th a crack�ng and a crash�ng,
and there held fast!

"Run, all of you!" came a fur�ous shout from Oss�p. "Hurry up, now! Put
your very best legs foremost!"



For myself, as I sprang upon the floe I lost my foot�ng, and, fall�ng
headlong and rema�n�ng seated on the h�ther end of the floe am�d a shower
of spray, saw f�ve of my seven comrades rush past, push�ng and jostl�ng, as
they made for the shore. But presently the Mordu�ne turned and halted
bes�de me, w�th the �ntent�on of render�ng Oss�p ass�stance.

"Run, you young fools!" the latter excla�med. "Come! Be off w�th you!"

Somehow �n h�s face there was now a l�v�d, uncerta�n a�r, wh�le h�s eyes
had lost the�r f�re, and h�s mouth was cur�ously agape.

"No, mate. Do YOU get up," was my counter-adjurat�on.

"Unfortunately, I have hurt my leg," he repl�ed w�th h�s head bent down.
"In fact, I am not sure that I can get up."

However, we contr�ved to ra�se h�m and carry h�m ashore w�th an arm of
h�s rest�ng on each of our necks. Meanwh�le he growled w�th chatter�ng
teeth:

"Aha, you r�ver dev�ls! Drown me �f you can! But I've not g�ven you a
chance, the Lord be thanked! H�, look out! The �ce won't bear the three of
us. M�nd how you step, and choose places where the �ce �s bare of snow.
There �t's f�rmer. No, a better plan st�ll would be to leave me where I am."

Next, w�th a frown�ng scrut�ny of my face, he �nqu�red:

"That notebook of our m�sdeeds—hasn't �t had a wett�ng and got done
for?"

That very moment, as we stepped from the stranded floe (�n ground�ng,
�t had crushed and shattered a small boat), such part of �t as lay �n the water
gave a loud crack, and, sway�ng to and fro, and em�tt�ng a gurgl�ng sound,
floated clear of the rest.

"Ah!" was the Mordu�ne's qu�zz�cal comment. "YOU knew well enough
what needed to be done."



Wet, and ch�lled to the bone, though rel�eved �n sp�r�t, we stepped ashore
to f�nd a crowd of townspeople �n conversat�on w�th Boev and the old
sold�er. And as we depos�ted our charge under the lea of a p�le of logs he
shouted cheerfully:

"Mates, Makare�'s notebook �s done for, soaked through!" And s�nce the
notebook �n quest�on was we�gh�ng upon my breast l�ke a br�ck, I pulled �t
out unseen, and hurled �t far �nto the r�ver w�th a plop l�ke that of a frog.

As for the D�atlovs, they lost no t�me �n sett�ng out �n search of vodka �n
the tavern on the h�ll, and slapped one another on the back as they ran, and
could be heard shout�ng, "Hurrah, hurrah!"

Upon th�s, a tall old man w�th the beard of an apostle and the eyes of a
br�gand muttered:

"Inf�dels, why d�sturb peaceful folk l�ke th�s? You ought to be thrashed!"

Whereupon Boev, who was chang�ng h�s clothes, retorted:

"What do you mean by 'd�sturb'?"

"Bes�des," put �n the old sold�er, "even though we are Chr�st�ans l�ke
yourself, we m�ght as well have been drowned for all that you d�d to help
us."

"What could we have done?"

Meanwh�le Oss�p had rema�ned ly�ng on the ground w�th one leg
stretched out at full length, and tremulous hands fumbl�ng at h�s greatcoat
as under h�s breath he muttered:

"Holy Mother, how wet I am! My clothes, though I have only worn them
a year, are ru�ned for ever!"

Moreover, he seemed now to have shrunken aga�n �n stature—to have
become crumpled up l�ke a man run over. Indeed, as he lay he seemed
actually to be melt�ng, so cont�nuously was h�s bulk decreas�ng �n s�ze.



But suddenly he ra�sed h�mself to a s�tt�ng posture, groaned, and
excla�med �n h�gh-p�tched, wrathful accents:

"May the dev�l take you all! Be off w�th you to your washhouses and
churches! Yes, be off, for �t seems that, as God couldn't keep H�s holy
fest�val w�thout you, I've had to stand w�th�n an ace of death and to spo�l
my clothes-yes, all that you fellows should be got out of your f�x!"

Nevertheless, the men merely cont�nued tak�ng off the�r boots, and
wr�ng�ng out the�r clothes, and convers�ng w�th sundry gasps and grunts
w�th the bystanders. So presently Oss�p resumed:

"What are you th�nk�ng of, you fools? The washhouse �s the best place
for you, for �f the pol�ce get you, they'll soon f�nd you a lodg�ng, and no
m�stake!"

One of the townspeople put �n off�c�ously:

"Aye, aye. The pol�ce have been sent for."

And th�s led Boev to excla�m to Oss�p:

"Why pretend l�ke that?"

"Pretend? I?"

"Yes—you."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean that �t was you who egged us on to cross the r�ver."

"You say that �t was I?"

"I do."

"Indeed?"



"Aye," put �n Bud�r�n qu�etly, but �nc�s�vely. And h�m the Mordu�ne
supported by say�ng �n a sullen undertone:

"It was you, mate. By God �t was. It would seem that you have
forgotten."

"Yes, you started all th�s bus�ness," the old sold�er corroborated, �n dour,
ponderous accents.

"Forgotten, �ndeed? HE?" was Boev's heated exclamat�on.

"How can you say such a th�ng? Well, let h�m not try to sh�ft the
respons�b�l�ty on to others—that's all! WE'LL see, r�ght enough, that he
goes through w�th �t!"

To th�s Oss�p made no reply, but gazed frown�ngly at h�s dr�pp�ng, half-
clad men.

All at once, w�th a cur�ous outburst of m�ngled sm�les and tears (�t would
be hard to say wh�ch), he shrugged h�s shoulders, threw up h�s hands, and
muttered:

"Yes, �t IS true. If �t please you, �t was I that contr�ved the �dea."

"Of COURSE �t was!" the old sold�er cr�ed tr�umphantly.

Oss�p turned h�s eyes aga�n to where the r�ver was seeth�ng l�ke a bowl
of porr�dge, and, lett�ng h�s eyes fall w�th a frown, cont�nued:

"In a moment of forgetfulness I d�d �t. Yet how �s �t that we were not all
drowned? Well, you wouldn't understand even �f I were to tell you. No, by
God, you wouldn't!... Don't be angry w�th me, mates. Pardon me for the
fest�val's sake, for I am feel�ng uneasy of m�nd. Yes, I �t was that egged you
on to cross the r�ver, the old fool that I was!"

"Aha!" excla�med Boev. "But, had I been drowned, what should you
have sa�d THEN?"



In fact, by th�s t�me Oss�p seemed consc�ous to the full of the fut�l�ty and
the senselessness of what he had done: and �n h�s state of sl�m�ness, as he
sat nodd�ng h�s head, p�ck�ng at the sand, look�ng at no one, and em�tt�ng a
torrent of remorseful words, he rem�nded me strongly of a new-born calf.

And as I watched h�m I thought to myself:

"Where now �s the leader of men who could draw h�s fellows �n h�s tra�n
w�th so much care and sk�ll and author�ty?"

And �nto my soul there tr�ckled an uneasy sense of someth�ng lack�ng.
Seat�ng myself bes�de Oss�p (for I des�red st�ll to reta�n a measure of my
late �mpress�on of h�m), I sa�d to h�m �n an undertone:

"Soon you w�ll be all r�ght aga�n."

W�th a s�deways glance he muttered �n reply, as he combed h�s beard:

"Well, you saw what happened just now. Always do th�ngs so happen."

Wh�le for the benef�t of the men he added:

"That was a good jest of m�ne, eh?"

The summ�t of the h�ll wh�ch lay crouch�ng, l�ke a great beast, on the
br�nk of the r�ver was stand�ng out clearly aga�nst the fast darken�ng sky;
wh�le a clump of trees thereon had grown black, and everywhere blue
shadows of the spr�ng event�de were com�ng �nto v�ew, and loom�ng
between the housetops where the houses lay pressed l�ke scabs aga�nst the
h�ll's opaque surface, and peer�ng from the mo�st, red jaws of the rav�ne
wh�ch, gap�ng towards the r�ver, seemed as though �t were stretch�ng forth
for a draught of water.

Also, by now the rustl�ng and crunch�ng of the �ce on the s�m�larly
darken�ng r�ver was beg�nn�ng to assume a deeper note, and at t�mes a floe
would thrust one of �ts extrem�t�es �nto the bank as a p�g thrusts �ts snout
�nto the earth, and there rema�n mot�onless before once more beg�nn�ng to



sway, tear�ng �tself free, and float�ng away down the r�ver as another such
floe gl�ded �nto �ts place.

And ever more and more sw�ftly was the water r�s�ng, and wash�ng away
so�l from the bank, and spread�ng a th�ck sed�ment over the dark blue
surface of the r�ver. And as �t d�d so, there resounded �n the a�r a strange
no�se as of chew�ng and champ�ng, a no�se as though some huge w�ld
an�mal were mast�cat�ng, and l�ck�ng �tself w�th �ts great long tongue.

And st�ll there cont�nued to come from the town the melancholy,
d�stance-softened, sweet-toned song of the bells.

Presently, the brothers D�atlov appeared descend�ng from the h�ll w�th
bottles �n the�r hands, and sport�ng l�ke a couple of joyous pupp�es, wh�le to
�ntercept them there could be seen advanc�ng along the bank of the r�ver a
grey-coated pol�ce sergeant and two black-coated constables.

"Oh Lord!" groaned Oss�p as he rubbed h�s knee.

As for the townsfolk, they had no love for the pol�ce, so hastened to
w�thdraw to a l�ttle d�stance, where they s�lently awa�ted the off�cers'
approach. Before long the sergeant, a l�ttle, w�thered sort of a fellow w�th
d�m�nut�ve features and a sandy, stubby moustache, called out �n gruff,
stern, hoarse, laboured accents:

"So here you are, you rascals!"

Oss�p pr�sed h�mself up from the ground w�th h�s elbow, and sa�d
hurr�edly:

"It was I that contr�ved the �dea of the th�ng, your Excellency; but, pray
let me off �n honour of the fest�val."

"What do you say, you—?" the sergeant began, but h�s bluster was lost
am�d the sw�ft flow of Oss�p's further conc�l�atory words.

"We are folk of th�s town," Oss�p cont�nued, "who ton�ght found
ourselves stranded on the further bank, w�th noth�ng to buy bread w�th,



even though the day after tomorrow w�ll be Chr�st's day, the day when
Chr�st�ans l�ke ourselves w�sh to clean themselves up a l�ttle, and to go to
church. So I sa�d to my mates, 'Be off w�th you, my good fellows, and may
God send that no m�shap befall you!' And for th�s presumptuousness of
m�ne I have been pun�shed already, for, as you can see, have as good as
broken my leg."

"Yes," ejaculated the sergeant gr�mly. "But �f you had been drowned,
what then?"

Oss�p s�ghed wear�ly.

"What then, do you say, your Excellency? Why, then, noth�ng, w�th your
perm�ss�on."

Th�s led the off�cer to start ra�l�ng at the culpr�t, wh�le the crowd l�stened
as s�lently and attent�vely as though he had been say�ng someth�ng worthy
to be heard and heeded, rather than foully and cyn�cally m�scall�ng the�r
mothers.

Lastly, our names hav�ng been noted, the pol�ce w�thdrew, wh�le each of
us drank a dram of vodka (and thereby ga�ned a measure of warmth and
comfort), and then began to make for our several homes. Oss�p followed the
pol�ce w�th der�s�ve eyes; whereafter, he leapt to h�s feet w�th a n�mble,
adro�t movement, and crossed h�mself w�th punct�l�ous p�ety.

"That's all about �t, thank God!" he excla�med.

"What?" sn�ggered Boev, now both d�s�llus�oned and aston�shed. "Do
you really mean to say that that leg of yours �s better already? Or do you
mean that �t never was �njured at all?"

"Ah! So you w�sh that �t HAD been �njured, eh?"

"The rascal of a Petrushka!" the other excla�med.

"Now," commanded Oss�p, "do all of you be off, mates." And w�th that
he pulled h�s wet cap on to h�s head.



I accompan�ed h�m—walk�ng a l�ttle beh�nd the rest. As he l�mped
along, he sa�d �n an undertone-sa�d k�ndly—and as though he were
commun�cat�ng a secret known only to h�mself:

"Whatsoever one may do, and wh�thersoever one may turn, one w�ll f�nd
that l�fe cannot be l�ved w�thout a measure of fraud and dece�t. For that �s
what l�fe IS, Makare�, the dev�l fly away w�th �t!... I suppose you're mak�ng
for the h�ll? Well, I'll keep you company."

Darkness had fallen, but at a certa�n spot some red and yellow lamps,
lamps the beams of wh�ch seemed to be say�ng, "Come up h�ther!" were
sh�n�ng through the obscur�ty.

Meanwh�le, as we proceeded �n the d�rect�on of the bells that were
r�ng�ng on the h�ll, r�vulets of water flowed w�th a murmur under our feet,
and Oss�p's k�ndly vo�ce kept m�ngl�ng w�th the�r sound.

"See," he cont�nued, "how eas�ly I befooled that sergeant! That �s how
th�ngs have to be done, Makare�—one has to keep folk from know�ng one's
bus�ness, yet to make them th�nk that they are the ch�ef persons concerned,
and the persons whose w�t has put the cap on the whole."

Yet as I l�stened to h�s speech, wh�le support�ng h�s steps, I could make
l�ttle of �t.

Nor d�d I care to make very much of �t, for I was of a s�mple and
easygo�ng nature. And though at the moment I could not have told whether
I really l�ked Oss�p, I would st�ll have followed h�s lead �n any d�rect�on—
yes, even across the r�ver aga�n, though the �ce had been g�v�ng way
beneath me.

And as we proceeded, and the bells echoed and re-echoed, I thought to
myself w�th a spasm of joy:

"Ah, many t�mes may I thus walk to greet the spr�ng!"

Wh�le Oss�p sa�d w�th a s�gh:



"The human soul �s a w�nged th�ng. Even �n sleep �t fl�es."

A w�nged th�ng? Yes, and a th�ng of wonder.

GUBIN

The place where I f�rst saw h�m was a tavern where�n, ensconced �n the
ch�mney-corner, and fac�ng a table, he was excla�m�ng stutter�ngly, "Oh, I
know the truth about you all! Yes, I know the truth about you!" wh�le
stand�ng �n a sem�c�rcle �n front of h�m, and unconsc�ously render�ng h�m
more and more exc�ted w�th the�r sarcast�c �nterpolat�ons, were some
tradesmen of the super�or sort—f�ve �n number. One of them remarked
�nd�fferently:

"How should you NOT know the truth about us, see�ng that you do
noth�ng but slander us?"

Shabby, �n fact �n rags, Gub�n at that moment rem�nded me of a
homeless dog wh�ch, hav�ng strayed �nto a strange street, has found �tself
held up by a band of dogs of super�or strength, and, se�zed w�th
nervousness, �s s�tt�ng back on �ts haunches and sweep�ng the dust w�th �ts
ta�l; and, w�th growls, and occas�onal bar�ngs of �ts fangs, and sundry
bark�ngs, attempt�ng now to �nt�m�date �ts adversar�es, and now to
conc�l�ate them. Meanwh�le, hav�ng perce�ved the stranger's helplessness
and �ns�gn�f�cance, the nat�ve pack �s beg�nn�ng to moderate �ts att�tude, �n
the conv�ct�on that, though cont�nued ma�ntenance of d�gn�ty �s �mperat�ve,
�t �s not worthwh�le to p�ck a quarrel so long as an occas�onal yelp be
vented �n the stranger's face.

"To whom are you of any use?" one of the tradesmen at length �nqu�red.

"Not a man of us but may be of use."



"To whom, then?"...

I had long s�nce grown fam�l�ar w�th tavern d�sputes concern�ng ver�t�es,
and not �nfrequently seen those d�sputes develop �nto open brawls; but
never had I perm�tted myself to be drawn �nto the�r to�ls, or to be set
wander�ng am�d the�r tangles l�ke a bl�nd man negot�at�ng a number of
h�llocks. Moreover, just before th�s encounter w�th Gub�n, I had arr�ved at a
d�m surm�se that when such d�fferences were carr�ed to the po�nt of
madness and bloodshed. Really, they const�tuted an express�on of the
unmean�ng, hopeless, melancholy l�fe that �s l�ved �n the w�lder and more
remote d�str�cts of Russ�a—of the l�fe that �s l�ved on swampy banks of
d�ngy r�vers, and �n our smaller and more God-forgotten towns. For �t
would seem that �n such places men have noth�ng to look for, nor any
knowledge of how to look for anyth�ng; wherefore, they brawl and shout �n
va�n attempts to d�ss�pate despondency....

I myself was s�tt�ng near Gub�n, but on the other s�de of the table. Yet,
th�s was not because h�s outbursts and the tradesmen's retorts thereto were a
pleasure to l�sten to, s�nce to me both the one and the other seemed about as
fut�le as beat�ng the a�r.

"To whom are YOU of use?"

"To h�mself every man can be useful."

"But what good can one do oneself?"...

The w�ndows of the tavern were open, wh�le �n the pendent, undulat�ng
cloud of blue smoke that the flames of the lamps em�tted, those lamps
looked l�ke so many yellow p�tchers float�ng am�d the waters of a stagnant
pond. Out of doors there was brood�ng the qu�et of an August n�ght, and not
a rustle, not a wh�sper was there to be heard. Hence, as numbed w�th
melancholy, I gazed at the �nky heavens and l�mp�d stars I thought to
myself:

"Surely, never were the sky and the stars meant to look down upon a l�fe
l�ke th�s, a l�fe l�ke th�s?"



Suddenly someone sa�d w�th the subdued assurance of a person read�ng
aloud from a wr�tten document:

"Unless the peasants of Kubarovo keep a watch upon the�r t�mber lands,
the sun w�ll f�re them tomorrow, and then the B�rk�ns' forest also w�ll catch
al�ght."

For a moment the d�spute d�ed down. Then, as �t were cleav�ng the
s�lence, a vo�ce sa�d stutter�ngly:

"Who cares about the s�gn�f�cance of the word 'truth'?"

And the words—heavy, jumbled, and clumsy—f�lled me w�th
despondent reflect�ons. Then aga�n the vo�ces rose—th�s t�me �n louder and
more venomous accents, and w�th the�r d�n recalled to me, by some
acc�dent, the fool�sh l�nes:

The gods d�d g�ve men water
To wash �n, and to dr�nk;
Yet man has made �t but a pool
In wh�ch h�s woes to s�nk.

Presently I moved outs�de and, seat�ng myself on the steps of the
veranda, fell to contemplat�ng the dull, blurred w�ndows of the Archpr�est's
house on the other s�de of the square, and to watch�ng how black shadows
kept fl�tt�ng to and fro beh�nd the�r panes as the fa�nt, lugubr�ous notes of a
gu�tar made themselves heard. And a h�gh-p�tched, �rr�table vo�ce kept
repeat�ng at �ntervals: "Allow me. Pray, perm�t me to speak," and be�ng
answered by a vo�ce wh�ch �nterm�ttently shot �nto the s�lence, as �nto a
bottomless sack, the words: "No, do you wa�t a moment, do you wa�t a
moment."

Surrounded by the darkness, the houses looked stunted l�ke gravestones,
w�th a l�ne of black trees above the�r roofs that loomed shadowy and cloud-
l�ke. Only �n the furthest corner of the expanse was the l�ght of a sol�tary
street lamp bear�ng a resemblance to the d�sk of a stat�onary, resplendent
dandel�on.



Over everyth�ng was melancholy. Far from �nv�t�ng was the general
outlook. So much was th�s the case that, had, at that moment, anyone stolen
upon me from beh�nd the bushes and dealt me a sudden blow on the head, I
should merely have sunk to earth w�thout attempt�ng to see who my
assa�lant had been.

Often, �n those days, was I �n th�s mood, for �t clave to me as fa�thfully
as a dog—never d�d �t wholly leave me.

"It was for men l�ke THOSE that th�s fa�r earth of ours was bestowed
upon us!" I thought to myself.

Suddenly, w�th a clatter, someone ran out of the door of the tavern, sl�d
down the steps, fell headlong at the�r foot, qu�ckly rega�ned h�s equ�l�br�um,
and d�sappeared �n the darkness after excla�m�ng �n a threaten�ng vo�ce:

"Oh, I'LL pay you out! I'LL sk�n you, you damned...!"

Whereafter two f�gures that also appeared �n the doorway sa�d as they
stood talk�ng to one another:

"You heard h�m threaten to f�re the place, d�d you not?"

"Yes, I d�d. But why should he want to f�re �t?"

"Because he �s a dangerous rascal."

Presently, sl�ng�ng my wallet upon my back, I pursued my onward way
along a street that was fenced on e�ther s�de w�th a tall pal�sade. As I
proceeded, long grasses kept catch�ng at my feet and rustl�ng dr�ly. And so
warm was the n�ght as to render the payment of a lodg�ng fee superfluous;
and the more so s�nce �n the ne�ghbourhood of the cemetery, where an
advanced guard of young p�nes had pushed forward to the cemetery wall
and l�ttered the sandy ground, w�th a carpet of red, dry cones, there were
sleep�ng-places prepared �n advance.

Suddenly from the darkness there emerged, to reco�l aga�n, a man's tall
f�gure.



"Who �s that? Who �s �t?" asked the hoarse, nervous vo�ce of Gub�n �n
d�ss�pat�on of the deathl�ke st�llness.

Wh�ch sa�d, he and I fell �nto step w�th one another. As we proceeded he
�nqu�red whence I had come, and why I was st�ll abroad. Whereafter he
extended to me, as to an old acqua�ntance, the �nv�tat�on:

"W�ll you come and sleep at my place? My house �s near here, and as for
work, I w�ll f�nd you a job tomorrow. In fact, as �t happens, I am need�ng a
man to help me clean out a well at the B�rk�ns' place. W�ll the job su�t you?
Very well, then. Always I l�ke to settle th�ngs overn�ght, as �t �s at n�ght that
I can best see through people."

The "house" turned out to be noth�ng more than an old one-eyed,
hunchbacked washhouse or shanty wh�ch, bulg�ng of wall, stood wedged
aga�nst the clayey slope of a rav�ne as though �t would fa�n bury �tself am�d
the boughs of the ne�ghbour�ng arbutus trees and elders.

W�thout str�k�ng a l�ght, Gub�n flung h�mself upon some mouldy hay
that l�ttered a threshold as narrow as the threshold of a dog-kennel, and sa�d
to me w�th an a�r of author�ty as he d�d so:

"I w�ll sleep w�th my head towards the door, for the atmosphere here �s a
tr�fle conf�ned."

And, true enough, the place reeked of elderberr�es, soap, burnt stuff, and
decayed leaves. I could not conce�ve why I had come to such a spot.

The tw�sted branches of the ne�ghbour�ng trees hung mot�onless athwart
the sky, and concealed from v�ew the golden dust of the M�lky Way, wh�le
across the Oka an owl kept screech�ng, and the strange, arrest�ng remarks of
my compan�on pelted me l�ke showers of peas.

"Do not be surpr�sed that I should l�ve �n a remote rav�ne," he sa�d. "I,
whose hand �s aga�nst every man, can at least feel lord of what I survey
here."



Too dark was �t for me to see my host's face, but my memory recalled h�s
bald cran�um, and the yellow l�ght of the lamps fall�ng upon a nose as long
as a woodpecker's beak, a pa�r of grey and stubbly cheeks, a pa�r of th�n l�ps
covered by a br�stl�ng moustache, a mouth sharp-cut as w�th a kn�fe, and
full of black, ev�l-look�ng stumps, a pa�r of po�nted, sens�t�ve, mouse-l�ke
ears, and a clean-shaven ch�n. The last feature �n no way consorted w�th h�s
v�sage, or w�th h�s whole appearance; but at least �t rendered h�m worthy of
remark, and enabled one to real�se that one had to deal w�th ne�ther a
peasant nor a sold�er nor a tradesman, but w�th a man pecul�ar to h�mself.
Also, h�s frame was lanky, w�th long arms and legs, and po�nted knees and
elbows. In fact, so l�ke a p�ece of str�ng was h�s body that to tw�st �t round
and round, or even to t�e �t �nto a knot, would, seem�ngly, have been easy
enough.

For awh�le I found h�s speech d�ff�cult to follow; wherefore, s�lently I
gazed at the sky, where the stars appeared to be play�ng at follow-my-
leader.

"Are you asleep?" at length he �nqu�red.

"No, I am not. Why do you shave your beard?"

"Why do you ask?"

"Because, �f you w�ll pardon me, I th�nk your face would look better
bearded."

W�th a short laugh he excla�med:

"Bearded? Ah, sloven! Bearded, �ndeed!"

To wh�ch he added more gravely:

"Both Peter the Great and N�cholas I were w�ser than you, for they
orda�ned that whosoever should be bearded should have h�s nose sl�t, and be
f�ned a hundred roubles. D�d you ever hear of that?"

"No."



"And from the same source, from the beard, arose also the Great
Sch�sm."

H�s manner of speak�ng was too rap�d to be art�culate, and, �n leav�ng h�s
mouth, h�s words caused h�s l�ps to bare stumps and gums am�d wh�ch they
lost the�r way, became d�s�ntegrated, and �ssued, as �t were, �n an
�ncomplete state.

"Everyone," he cont�nued, "knows that l�fe �s l�ved more eas�ly w�th a
beard than w�thout one, s�nce w�th a beard l�es are more eas�ly told—they
can be told, and then h�dden �n the masses of ha�r. Hence we ought to go
through l�fe w�th our faces naked, s�nce such faces render untruthfulness
more d�ff�cult, and prevent the�r owners from prevar�cat�ng w�thout the fact
becom�ng pla�n to all."

"But what about women?"

"What about women? Well, women can always l�e to the�r husbands
successfully, but not to all the town, to all the world, to folk �n general.
Moreover, s�nce a woman's real bus�ness �n l�fe �s the same as that of the
hen, to rear young, what can �t matter �f she DOES cackle a few falsehoods,
prov�ded that she be ne�ther a pr�est nor a mayor nor a tch�novn�k, and does
not possess any author�ty, and cannot establ�sh laws? For the really
�mportant po�nt �s that the law �tself should not l�e, but ever uphold truth
pure and s�mple. Long has the prevalent �llegal�ty d�sgusted me."

The door of the shanty was stand�ng open, and am�d the outer darkness,
as �n a church, the trees looked l�ke p�llars, and the wh�te stems of the
b�rches l�ke s�lver candelabra t�pped w�th a thousand l�ghts, or d�mly-seen
chor�sters w�th faces show�ng pale above sacramental vestments of black.
All my soul was full of a sort of pa�nful restlessness. It was a feel�ng as
though I should l�ve to r�se and go forth �nto the darkness, and offer battle to
the terrors of the n�ght; yet ever, as my compan�on's torrent�al speech
caught and held my attent�on, �t deta�ned me where I was.

"My father was a man of no l�ttle or�g�nal�ty and character," he went on.
"Wherefore, none of the townsfolk l�ked h�m. By the age of twenty he had
r�sen to be an alderman, yet never to the end could get the better of folk's



stubbornness and stup�d�ty, even though he made �t h�s custom to treat all
and sundry to food and dr�nk, and to reason w�th them. No, not even at the
last d�d he atta�n h�s due. People feared h�m because he revolut�on�sed
everyth�ng, revolut�on�sed �t down to the very roots; the truth be�ng that he
had grasped the one essent�al fact that law and order must be dr�ven, l�ke
na�ls, �nto the people's very v�tals."

M�ce squeaked under the floor, and on the further s�de of the Oka an owl
screeched, wh�le am�d the p�tch-black heavens I could see a number of
blotches �nterm�ttently l�ghten�ng to an elus�ve red and blurr�ng the fa�nt
gl�tter of the stars.

"It was one o'clock �n the morn�ng when my father d�ed," Gub�n
cont�nued. "And upon myself, who was seventeen and had just f�n�shed my
course at the mun�c�pal school of R�azan, there devolved, naturally enough,
all the enm�ty that my father had �ncurred dur�ng h�s l�fet�me. 'He �s just l�ke
h�s s�re,' folk sa�d. Also, I was alone, absolutely alone, �n the world, s�nce
my mother had lost her reason two years before my father's death, and
passed away �n a frenzy. However, I had an uncle, a ret�red unter-off�c�er
who was both a sluggard, a t�ppler, and a hero (a hero because he had had
h�s eyes shot out at Plevna, and h�s left arm �njured �n a manner wh�ch had
�nduced paralys�s, and h�s breast adorned w�th the m�l�tary cross and a set of
medals). And somet�mes, th�s uncle of m�ne would rally me on my learn�ng.
For �nstance, 'Scholar,' he would say, 'what does "t�vers�a" mean?' 'No such
word ex�sts,' would be my reply, and thereupon he would se�ze me by the
ha�r, for he was rather an awkward person to deal w�th. Another factor as
concerned mak�ng me ashamed of my scholarsh�p was the �gnorance of the
townspeople �n general, and �n the end I became the common butt, a sort of
'holy �d�ot.'"

So greatly d�d these recollect�ons move Gub�n that he rose and
transferred h�s pos�t�on to the door of the hut, where, a dark blur aga�nst the
square of blue, he l�t a gurgl�ng p�pe, and puffed thereat unt�l h�s long,
con�cal nose glowed. Presently the surg�ng stream of words began aga�n:

"At twenty I marr�ed an orphan, and when she fell �ll and d�ed ch�ldless I
found myself alone once more, and w�thout an adv�ser or a fr�end. However,



st�ll I cont�nued both to l�ve and to look about me. And �n t�me, I perce�ved
that l�fe �s not l�ved wholly as �t should be."

"What �n l�fe �s 'not l�ved wholly as �t should be'?"

"Everyth�ng �n l�fe. For l�fe �s mere folly, mere fatuous nonsense. The
truth �s that our dogs do not bark always at the r�ght moment. For �nstance,
when I sa�d to folk, 'How would �t be �f we were to open a techn�cal school
for g�rls?' They merely laughed and repl�ed, 'Trade workers are hopeless
drunkards. Already have we enough of them. Bes�des, h�therto women have
contr�ved to get on WITHOUT educat�on.' And when next I conce�ved a
scheme for �nst�tut�ng a match factory, �t befell that the factory was burnt
down dur�ng �ts f�rst year of ex�stence, and I found myself once more at a
loose end. Next a certa�n woman got hold of me, and I fl�tted about her l�ke
a mart�n around a belfry, and so lost my head as to l�ve l�fe as though I were
not on earth at all—for three years I d�d not know even what I was do�ng,
and only when I recovered my senses d�d I perce�ve myself to be a pauper,
and my all, every s�ngle th�ng that I had possessed, to have passed �nto HER
wh�te hands. Yes, at twenty-e�ght I found myself a beggar. Yet I have never
wholly regretted the fact, for certa�nly for a t�me I l�ved l�fe as few men
ever l�ve �t. 'Take my all—take �t!' I used to say to her. And, truly enough, I
should never have done much good w�th my father's fortune, whereas she—
well, so �t befell. Somehow I th�nk that �n those days my op�n�ons must
have been d�fferent from now—now that I have lost everyth�ng.... Yet the
woman used to say, 'You have NOT lost everyth�ng,' and she had w�t
enough to f�t out a whole townful of people."

"Th�s woman—who was she?"

"The w�fe of a merchant. Whenever she unrobed and sa�d, 'Come! What
�s th�s body of m�ne worth?' I used to make reply, 'A pr�ce that �s beyond
compute.'... So w�th�n three years everyth�ng that I possessed van�shed l�ke
smoke. Somet�mes, of course, folk laughed at and j�bed at me; nor d�d I
ever refute them. But now that I have come to have a better understand�ng
of l�fe's affa�rs, I see that l�fe �s not wholly l�ved as �t should be. For that
matter, too, I do not hold my tongue on the subject, for that �s not my way
—st�ll left to me I have a tongue and my soul. The same reason accounts for



the fact that no one l�kes me, and that by everyone I am looked upon as a
fool."

"How, �n your op�n�on, ought l�fe to be l�ved?"

W�thout answer�ng me at once, Gub�n sucked at h�s p�pe unt�l h�s nose
made a glow�ng red blur �n the darkness. Then he muttered slowly:

"How l�fe ought to be l�ved no one could say exactly. And th�s though I
have g�ven much thought to the subject, and st�ll am do�ng so."

I found �t no d�ff�cult matter to form a mental p�cture of the desolate
ex�stence wh�ch th�s man must be lead�ng—th�s man whom all h�s fellows
both der�ded and shunned. For at that t�me I too was b�dd�ng fa�r to fa�l �n
l�fe, and had my heart �n the gr�p of ceaseless despondency.

The truth �s that of fut�le people Russ�a �s over-full. Many such I myself
have known, and always they have attracted me as strongly and
myster�ously as a magnet. Always they have struck me more favourably
than the prov�nc�al-m�nded major�ty who l�ve for food and work alone, and
put away from them all that could conce�vably render the�r bread-w�nn�ng
d�ff�cult, or prevent them from snatch�ng bread out of the hands of the�r
weaker ne�ghbours. For most such folk are gloomy and self-conta�ned, w�th
hearts that have turned to wood, and an outlook that ever reverts to the past;
unless, �ndeed, they be folk of spur�ous good nature, an add�t�on to
talkat�veness, and an apparent bonhom�e wh�ch ve�ls a fr�g�d, grey �nter�or,
and conveys an �mpress�on of cruelty and greed of all that l�fe conta�ns.

Always, �n the end, I have detected �n such folk someth�ng w�ntry,
someth�ng that makes them seem, as �t were, to be spend�ng spr�ng and
summer �n expectat�on solely of the w�nter season, w�th �ts long n�ghts, and
�ts cold of an auster�ty wh�ch forces one for ever to be consum�ng food.

Yet seldom among th�s d�stasteful and wear�some crowd of w�ntry folk �s
there to be encountered a man who has altogether proved a fa�lure. But �f he
has done so, he w�ll be found to be a man whose nature �s of a more
thoughtful, a more truly ex�stent, a more clear-s�ghted cast than that of h�s
fellows—a man who at least can look beyond the boundar�es of the tr�te and



commonplace, and whose mental�ty has a greater capac�ty for atta�n�ng
sp�r�tual fulf�lment, and �s more des�rous of do�ng so, than the mental�ty of
h�s compeers. That �s to say, �n such a man one can always detect a str�v�ng
for space, as a man who, lov�ng l�ght, carr�es l�ght �n h�mself.

Unfortunately, all too often �s that l�ght only the fug�t�ve
phosphorescence of putrefact�on; wherefore as one contemplates h�m one
soon beg�ns to real�se w�th b�tterness and vexat�on and d�sappo�ntment that
he �s but a sluggard, but a braggart, but one who �s petty and weak and
bl�nded w�th conce�t and d�storted w�th envy, but one between whose word
and whose deed there gapes a d�spar�ty even w�der and deeper than the
d�spar�ty wh�ch d�v�des the word from the deed of the man of w�nter, of the
man who, though he be as tardy as a sna�l, at least �s mak�ng some way �n
the world, �n contrad�st�nct�on from the fa�lure who revolves ever �n a s�ngle
spot, l�ke some barren old ma�d before the reflect�on �n her look�ng-glass.

Hence, as I l�stened to Gub�n, there recurred to me more than one
�nstance of h�s type.

"Yes, I have succeeded �n observ�ng l�fe throughout," he muttered
drows�ly as h�s head sank slowly upon h�s breast.

And sleep overtook myself w�th s�m�lar suddenness. Apparently that
slumber was of a few m�nutes' durat�on only, yet what aroused me was
Gub�n pull�ng at my leg.

"Get up now," he sa�d. "It �s t�me that we were off."

And as h�s blu�sh-grey eyes peered �nto my face, somehow I der�ved
from the�r mournful express�on a sense of �ntellectual�ty. Beneath the ha�r
on h�s hollow cheeks were redd�sh ve�ns, wh�le s�m�lar ve�ns, blu�sh �n t�nt,
covered w�th a network h�s temples, and h�s bare arms had the appearance
of be�ng made of tanned leather.

Dawn had not yet broken when we rose and proceeded through the
slumber�ng streets beneath a sky that was of a dull yellow, and am�d an
atmosphere that was full of the smell of burn�ng.



"F�ve days now has the forest been on f�re," observed Gub�n. "Yet the
fools cannot succeed �n putt�ng �t out."

Presently the establ�shment of the merchants B�rk�n lay before us, an
establ�shment of cur�ous aspect, s�nce �t const�tuted, rather, a
conglomerat�on of appendages to a ma�n bu�ld�ng of ground floor and att�cs,
w�th four w�ndows fac�ng on to the street, and a ser�es of underpropp�ng
annexes. That ser�es extended to the w�ng, and was sol�d and permanent,
and bade fa�r to overflow �nto the courtyard, and through the entrance-gates,
and across the street, and to the very k�tchen-garden and flower-garden
themselves. Also, �t seemed to have been stolen p�ecemeal from
somewhere, and at d�fferent per�ods, and from d�fferent local�t�es, and
tacked at haphazard on to the walls of the parent erect�on. Moreover, all the
w�ndows of the latter were small, and �n the�r green panes, as they
confronted the world, there was a t�m�d and susp�c�ous a�r, wh�le, �n
part�cular, the three w�ndows wh�ch faced upon the courtyard had �ron bars
to them. Lastly, there were posted, sent�nel-l�ke on the entrance-steps, two
water-butts as a precaut�on aga�nst f�re.

"What th�nk you of the place?" Gub�n muttered as he peered �nto the
well. "Isn't �t a barbarous hole? The r�ght th�ng would be to pull �t down
wholesale, and then rebu�ld �t on larger and less restr�cted l�nes. Yet these
fools merely go tack�ng new add�t�ons on to the old."

For awh�le h�s l�ps moved as �n an �ncantat�on. Then he frowned,
glanced shrewdly at the structures �n quest�on, and cont�nued softly:

"I may say �n pass�ng that the place �s MINE."

"YOURS?"

"Yes, m�ne. At all events, so �t used to be."

And he pulled a gr�mace as though he had got the toothache before
add�ng w�th an a�r of command:

"Come! I w�ll pump out the water, and YOU shall carry �t to the
entrance-steps and f�ll the water-butts. Here �s a pa�l, and here a ladder."



Whereafter, w�th a cons�derable d�splay of strength, he set about h�s
port�on of the task, wh�lst I myself took pa�l �n hand and advanced towards
the steps to f�nd that the water-butts were so rotten that, �nstead of reta�n�ng
the water, they let �t leak out �nto the courtyard. Gub�n sa�d w�th an oath:

"F�ne masters these—masters who grudge one a groat, and squander a
rouble! What �f a f�re WERE to break out? Oh, the blockheads!"

Presently, the propr�etors �n person �ssued �nto the courtyard—the stout,
bald Peter B�rk�n, a man whose face was flushed even to the wh�tes of h�s
sh�fty eyes, and, close beh�nd h�m, eke h�s shadow, Jonah B�rk�n—a person
of sandy, sullen m�en, and overhang�ng brows, and dull, heavy eyes.

"Good day, dear s�r," sa�d Peter B�rk�n th�nly, as w�th a puffy hand he
ra�sed from h�s head a cloth cap, wh�le Jonah nodded. And then, w�th a
s�delong glance at myself, asked �n a deep bass vo�ce:

"Who �s th�s young man?"

Large and �mportant l�ke peacocks, the pa�r then shuffled across the wet
yard, and �n so do�ng, went to much trouble to avo�d so�l�ng the�r pol�shed
shoes. Next Peter sa�d to h�s brother:

"Have you not�ced that the water-butts are rotted? Oh, that f�ne
Yak�n�ka! He ought long ago to have been d�sm�ssed."

"Who �s that young man over there?" Jonah repeated w�th an a�r of
asper�ty.

"The son of h�s father and mother," Gub�n repl�ed qu�etly, and w�thout so
much as a glance at the brothers.

"Well, come along," snuffled Peter w�th a drawl�ng of h�s vowels. "It �s
h�gh t�me that we were mov�ng. It doesn't matter who the young man may
be."

And w�th that they sl�p-slopped across to the entrance gates, wh�le Gub�n
gazed after them w�th kn�tted brows, and as the brothers were d�sappear�ng



through the w�cket sa�d carelessly:

"The old sheep! They l�ve solely by the w�ts of the�r stepmother, and �f �t
were not for her, they would long ago have come to gr�ef. Yes, she �s a
woman beyond words clever. Once upon a t�me there were three brothers—
Peter, Alex�s, and Jonah; but, unfortunately, Alex�s got k�lled �n a brawl. A
f�ne, tall fellow HE was, whereas these two are a pa�r of gluttons, l�ke
everyone else �n th�s town. Not for noth�ng do three loaves f�gure on the
mun�c�pal arms! Now, to work aga�n! Or shall we take a rest?"

Here there stepped on to the veranda a tall, well-grown young woman �n
an open p�nk bod�ce and a blue sk�rt who, shad�ng blue eyes w�th her hand,
scanned the courtyard and the steps, and sa�d w�th some d�ff�dence:

"Good day, Yakov Vas�l�tch."

W�th a good-humoured glance �n response, and h�s mouth open, Gub�n
waved a hand �n greet�ng:

"Good day to YOU, Nadezhda Ivanovna," he repl�ed. "How are you th�s
morn�ng?"

Somehow th�s made her blush, and cross her arms upon her ample
bosom, wh�le her k�ndly, rounded, em�nently Russ�an face ev�nced the ghost
of a shy sm�le. At the same t�me, �t was a face where�n not a s�ngle feature
was of a k�nd to rema�n f�xed �n the memory, a face as vacant as though
nature had forgotten to stamp thereon a s�ngle w�sh. Hence, even when the
woman sm�led there seemed to rema�n a doubt whether the sm�le had really
mater�al�sed.

"How �s Natal�a Vas�l�evna?" cont�nued Gub�n.

"Much as usual," the woman answered softly.

Whereafter hes�tantly, and w�th downcast eyes, she essayed to cross the
courtyard. As she passed me I caught a wh�ff of raspberr�es and currants.



D�sappear�ng �nto the grey m�st through a small door w�th �ron staples,
she soon re�ssued thence w�th a hencoop, and, seat�ng herself on the steps of
the doorway, and sett�ng the coop on her knees, took between her two large
palms some flutter�ng, ch�rp�ng, downy, golden ch�cks, and ra�sed them to
her ruddy l�ps and cheeks w�th a murmur of:

"Oh my l�ttle darl�ngs! Oh my l�ttle darl�ngs!"

And �n her vo�ce, somehow, there was a note as of �ntox�cat�on, of
abandonment. Meanwh�le dull, redd�sh sunbeams were beg�nn�ng to peer
through the fence, and to warm the long, po�nted staples w�th wh�ch �t was
fastened together. Wh�le �n a stream of water that was dr�pp�ng from the
eaves, and tr�ckl�ng over the floor of the court, and around the woman's
feet, a s�ngle beam was bath�ng and qu�ver�ng as though �t would fa�n effect
an advance to the woman's lap and the hencoop, and, w�th the soft, downy
ch�cks, enjoy the caresses of the woman's bare wh�te arms.

"Ah, l�ttle th�ngs!" aga�n she murmured. "Ah, l�ttle ch�ldren of m�ne!"

Upon that Gub�n suddenly des�sted from h�s task of haul�ng up the
bucket, and, as he stead�ed the rope w�th h�s arms ra�sed above h�s head,
sa�d qu�ckly:

"Nadezhda Ivanovna, you ought �ndeed to have had some ch�ldren—s�x
at the least!"

Yet no reply came, nor d�d the woman even look at h�m.

The rays of the sun were now spread�ng, smokel�ke and grey�sh-yellow,
over the s�lver r�ver. Above the r�ver's calm bed a musl�n texture of m�st
was co�l�ng. Aga�nst the nebulous heavens the blue of the forest was rear�ng
�tself am�d the fragrant, pungent fumes from the burn�ng t�mber.

Yet st�ll asleep am�d �ts shelter�ng half-c�rcle of forest was the qu�et l�ttle
town of M�aml�n, wh�le beh�nd �t, and encompass�ng �t as w�th a pa�r of
dark w�ngs, the forest �n quest�on looked as though �t were ruffl�ng �ts
feathers �n preparat�on for further fl�ght beyond the po�nt where, the



peaceful Oka reached, the trees stood darken�ng, overshadow�ng the water's
clear depths, and look�ng at themselves there�n.

Yet, though the hour was so early, everyth�ng seemed to have about �t an
a�r of sadness, a m�en as though the day lacked prom�se, as though �ts face
were ve�led and mournful, as though, not yet come to b�rth, �t nevertheless
were feel�ng weary �n advance.

Seat�ng myself by Gub�n on some trampled straw �n the hut ord�nar�ly
used by the watchman of the B�rk�ns' extens�ve orchard, I found that, ow�ng
to the orchard be�ng set on a h�lls�de, I could see over the tops of the apple
and pear and f�g trees, where the�r tops hung bespangled w�th dew as w�th
qu�cks�lver, and v�ew the whole town and �ts mult�coloured churches,
yellow, newly-pa�nted pr�son, and yellow-pa�nted bank.

And wh�le �n the town's lur�d, four-square bu�ld�ngs I could trace a
certa�n resemblance to the aces of clubs stamped upon conv�cts' backs, �n
the grey str�ps of the streets I could trace a certa�n resemblance to a number
of rents �n an old, ragged, faded, dusty coat. Indeed, that morn�ng all
compar�sons seemed to take on a t�nge of melancholy; the reason be�ng that
throughout the prev�ous even�ng there had been moan�ng �n my soul a
mournful d�rge on the future l�fe.

W�th noth�ng, however, were the churches of the town of wh�ch I am
speak�ng exactly comparable, for many of them had atta�ned a degree of
beauty the contemplat�on of wh�ch caused the town to assume throughout—
a d�fferent, a more pleas�ng and seduct�ve, aspect. Thought I to myself:
"Would that men had fash�oned all other bu�ld�ngs �n the town as the
churches have been fash�oned!"

One of the latter, an old, squat ed�f�ce the blank w�ndows of wh�ch were
deeply sunken �n the stuccoed walls, was known as the "Pr�nce's Church,"
for the reason that �t enshr�ned the rema�ns of a local Pr�nce and h�s w�fe,
persons of whom �t stood recorded that "they d�d pass all the�r l�ves �n
k�ndly, unchang�ng love."...

The follow�ng n�ght Gub�n and I chanced to see Peter B�rk�n's tall, pale,
t�m�d young w�fe traverse the garden on her way to a tryst �n the washhouse



w�th her lover, the precentor of the Pr�nce's Church. And as clad �n a s�mple
gown, and barefooted, and hav�ng her ample shoulders swathed �n an old,
gold jacket or shawl of some sort, she crossed the orchard by a path runn�ng
between two l�nes of apple trees; she walked w�th the unhast�ng ga�t of a cat
wh�ch �s cross�ng a yard after a shower of ra�n, and from t�me to t�me,
whenever a puddle �s encountered, l�fts and shakes fast�d�ously one of �ts
soft paws. Probably, �n the woman's case, th�s came of the fact that th�ngs
kept pr�ck�ng and t�ckl�ng her soles as she proceeded. Also, her knees, I
could see, were trembl�ng, and her step had �n �t a certa�n hes�tancy, a
certa�n lack of assurance.

Meanwh�le, bend�ng over the garden from the warm n�ght sky, the
moon's k�ndly v�sage, though on the wane, was sh�n�ng br�ghtly; and when
the woman emerged from the shadow of the trees I could d�scern the dark
patches of her eyes, her rounded, half-parted l�ps, and the th�ck pla�t of ha�r
wh�ch lay across her bosom. Also, �n the moonl�ght her bod�ce had assumed
a blu�sh t�nge, so that she looked almost phantasmal; and when soundlessly,
mov�ng as though on a�r, she stepped back �nto the shadow of the trees, that
shadow seemed to l�ghten.

All th�s happened at m�dn�ght, or thereabouts, but ne�ther of us was yet
asleep, ow�ng to the fact that Gub�n had been tell�ng me some �nterest�ng
stor�es concern�ng the town and �ts fam�l�es and �nhab�tants. However, as
soon as he descr�ed the woman loom�ng l�ke a ghost, he leapt to h�s feet �n
com�cal terror, then subs�ded on to the straw aga�n, contracted h�s body as
though he were �n convuls�ons, and hurr�edly made the s�gn of the cross.

"Oh Jesus our Lord!" he gasped. "Tell me what that �s, tell me what that
�s!"

"Keep qu�et, you," I urged.

Instead, lurch�ng �n my d�rect�on, he nudged me w�th h�s arm,

"Is �t Nadezhda, th�nk you?" he wh�spered.

"It �s."



"Phew! The scene seems l�ke a dream. Just �n the same way, and �n the
very same place, d�d her mother-�n-law, Petrushka's stepmother, use to
come and walk. Yes, �t was just l�ke th�s."

Then, roll�ng over, face downwards, he broke �nto subdued, mal�c�ous
chuckles; whereafter, se�z�ng my hand and saw�ng �t up and down, he
wh�spered am�d h�s exultant pants:

"I expect Petrushka �s asleep, for probably he has taken too much l�quor
at the Bassanov's smotr�n�. [A fest�val at wh�ch a f�ance pays h�s f�rst v�s�t
to the house of the parents of h�s betrothed.] Aye, he w�ll be asleep. And as
for Jonah, HE w�ll have gone to Vaska Kloch�. So ton�ght, unt�l morn�ng,
Nadezhda w�ll be able to k�ck up her heels to her heart's content."

I too had begun to surm�se that the woman was come th�ther for
purposes of her own. Yet the scene was almost dreaml�ke �n �ts beauty. It
thr�lled me to the soul to watch how the woman's blue eyes gazed about her
—gazed as though she were ardently, caress�ngly wh�sper�ng to all l�v�ng
creatures, asleep or awake:

"Oh my darl�ngs! Oh my darl�ngs!"

Bes�de me the uncouth, broken-down Gub�n went on �n hoarse accents:

"You must know that she �s Petrushka's THIRD w�fe, a woman whom he
took to h�mself from the fam�ly of a merchant of Murom. Yet the town has
�t that not only Petrushka, but also Jonah, makes use of her—that she acts as
w�fe to both brothers, and therefore lacks ch�ldren. Also has �t been sa�d of
her that one Tr�n�ty Sunday she was seen by a party of women to
m�sconduct herself �n th�s garden w�th a pol�ce sergeant, and then to s�t on
h�s lap and weep. Yet th�s last I do not wholly bel�eve, for the sergeant �n
quest�on �s a veteran scarcely able to put one foot before the other. Also,
Jonah, though a brute, l�ves �n abject fear of h�s stepmother."

Here a worm-eaten apple fell to the ground, and the woman paused;
whereafter, w�th head a l�ttle ra�sed, she resumed her way w�th greater
speed.



As for Gub�n, he cont�nued, unchecked, though w�th a tr�fle less
an�mos�ty, rather as though he were read�ng aloud a manuscr�pt wh�ch he
found wear�some:

"See how a man l�ke Peter B�rk�n may pr�de h�mself upon h�s wealth,
and rece�ve honour dur�ng h�s l�fet�me, yet all the wh�le have the dev�l
gr�nn�ng over h�s shoulder!"

Then he, Gub�n, kept s�lent awh�le, and merely breathed heav�ly, and
tw�sted h�s body about. But suddenly, he resumed �n a strange wh�sper:

"F�fteen years ago—no, surely �t was longer ago than that?—Madame
Nadk�n, Nadezhda's mother-�n-law, made �t her pract�ce to come to th�s spot
to meet her lover. And a f�ne gallant HE was!"

Somehow, as I watched the woman creep�ng along, and look�ng as
though she were �ntend�ng to comm�t a theft, or as though she fanc�ed that
at any moment she m�ght see the plump brothers B�rk�n �ssue from the
courtyard �nto the garden and come shuffl�ng ponderously over the
darkened ground, w�th ropes and cudgels grasped �n coarse, red hands
wh�ch knew no p�ty; somehow, as I watched her, I felt saddened, and pa�d
l�ttle heed to Gub�n's wh�spered remarks, so �ntently were my eyes f�xed
upon the granary wall as, after gl�d�ng along �t awh�le, the woman bent her
head and d�sappeared through the dark blue of the washhouse door. As for
Gub�n, he went to sleep w�th a last drowsy remark of:

"L�fe �s all fals�ty. Husbands, w�ves, fathers, ch�ldren—all of them
pract�se dece�t."

In the east, port�ons of the sky were turn�ng to l�ght purple, and other
port�ons to a darker hue, wh�le from t�me to t�me I could see, loom�ng black
aga�nst those port�ons, co�ls of smoke the dens�ty of wh�ch kept be�ng
stabbed w�th f�ery sp�kes of flame, so that the vague, tower�ng forest looked
l�ke a h�ll on the top of wh�ch a f�ery dragon was crawl�ng about, and
wr�th�ng, and �nterm�ttently ra�s�ng tremulous, scarlet w�ngs, and as often
relaps�ng �nto, becom�ng submerged �n, the bank of vapour. And, �n
contemplat�ng the spectacle, I seemed actually to be able to hear the cruel,
h�ss�ng d�n of combat between red and black, and to see pale, fr�ghtened



rabb�ts scudd�ng from underneath the roots of trees am�d showers of sparks,
and pant�ng, half-suffocated b�rds flutter�ng w�ldly am�d the branches as
further and further af�eld, and more and more tr�umphantly, the scarlet
dragon unfurled �ts w�ngs, and consumed the darkness, and devoured the
ra�n-soaked t�mber.

Presently from the dark, blurred doorway �n the wall of the washhouse
there emerged a dark f�gure wh�ch went fl�tt�ng away among the trees,
wh�le after �t someone called �n a sharp, �nc�s�ve wh�sper:

"Do not forget. You MUST come."

"Oh, I shall be only too glad!"

"Very well. In the morn�ng the lame woman shall call upon you. Do you
hear?"

And as the woman d�sappeared from v�ew the other person sauntered
across the garden, and scaled the fence w�th a clatter.

That n�ght I could not sleep, but, unt�l dawn, lay watch�ng the burn�ng
forest as gradually the weary moon decl�ned, and the lamp of Venus, cold
and green as an emerald, came �nto v�ew over the crosses on the Pr�nce's
Church. Indeed was the latter a f�tt�ng place for Venus to �llum�ne �f really �t
had been the case that the Pr�nce and Pr�ncess had "passed the�r l�ves �n
k�ndly, unchang�ng love"!

Gradually, the dew cleared the trees of the n�ght darkness, and caused the
damp, grey fol�age to sm�le once more w�th an�seed and red raspberry, and
to sparkle w�th the gold of the�r m�ldew. Also, there came hover�ng about us
goldf�nches w�th the�r l�ttle red-hooded crests, and fussy tomt�ts �n the�r
cravats of yellow, wh�le a n�mble, dark, blue woodpecker scaled the stem of
an apple tree. And everywhere, yellow leaves fluttered to earth, and, �n
do�ng so, so closely resembled b�rds as to make �t not always easy to
d�st�ngu�sh whether a leaf or a tomt�t had gl�mmered for a moment �n the
a�r.



Gub�n awoke, s�ghed, and w�th h�s gnarled knuckles gave h�s puffy eyes
a rub. Then he ra�sed h�mself upon all-fours, and, crawl�ng, much
d�shevelled w�th sleep, out of the watchman's hut, snuffed the a�r (a process
�n wh�ch h�s movements approx�mated com�cally to those of a keen-nosed
watch-dog). F�nally he rose to h�s feet, and, �n the act, shook one of the
trees so v�olently as to cause a bough to shed �ts burden of r�pe fru�t, and
d�sperse the apples h�ther and th�ther over the dry surface of the ground, or
cause them to bury themselves among the long grass. Three of the ju�c�est
apples he duly recovered, and, after exam�nat�on of the�r exter�or, probed
w�th h�s teeth, wh�le k�ck�ng away from h�m as many of the rema�nder as he
could descry.

"Why spo�l those apples?" I quer�ed

"Oh, so you are NOT asleep?" he countered w�th a nod of h�s melon-
shaped cran�um. "As a matter of fact, a few apples won't be m�ssed, for
there are too many of them about. My own father �t was that planted the
trees wh�ch have grown them."

Then, turn�ng upon me a keen, good-humoured eye, and chuckl�ng, he
added:

"What about that Nadezhda? Ah, she �s a clever woman �ndeed! Yet I
have a surpr�se �n store for her and her lover."

"Why should you have?"

"Because I des�re to benef�t mank�nd at large" (th�s was sa�d d�dact�cally,
and w�th a frown). "For, no matter where I detect ev�l or underhandedness,
�t �s my duty—I feel �t to be my duty—to expose that ev�l, and to lay �t bare.
There ex�st people who need to be taught a lesson, and to whom I long to
cry: 'S�nners that you are, do you lead more r�ghteous l�ves!'"

From beh�nd some clouds the sun was r�s�ng w�th a d�sk as murky and
mournful as the face of an a�l�ng ch�ld. It was as though he were feel�ng
consc�ous that he had done am�ss �n so long delay�ng to shed l�ght upon the
world, �n so long dally�ng on h�s bed of soft clouds am�d the smoke of the
forest f�re. But gradually the cheer�ng beams suffused the garden



throughout, and evoked from the r�pen�ng fru�t an �ntox�cat�ng wave of
scent �n wh�ch there could be d�st�ngu�shed also the brac�ng breath of
autumn.

S�multaneously there rose �nto the sky, �n the wake of the sun, a dense
stratum of cloud wh�ch, blue and snow-wh�te �n colour, lay w�th �ts soft
hummocks reflected �n the calm Oka, and so wrought there�n a secondary
f�rmament as profound and �mpalpable as �ts or�g�nal.

"Now then, Makar!" was Gub�n's command, and once more I posted
myself at the bottom of the well. About three sazhen� �n depth, and l�ned
w�th cold, damp mud to above the level of my m�ddle, the or�f�ce was
charged w�th a st�fl�ng odour both of rotten wood and of someth�ng more
�ntolerable st�ll. Also, whenever I had f�lled the pa�l w�th mud, and then
empt�ed �t �nto the bucket and shouted "R�ght away!" the bucket would start
sw�ng�ng aga�nst my person and bump�ng �t, as unw�ll�ngly �t went aloft,
and thereafter d�scharge upon my head and shoulders clots of f�lth and
dr�pp�ngs of water—meanwh�le screen�ng, w�th �ts c�rcular bottom, the
glow�ng sun and now scarce v�s�ble stars. In pass�ng, the spectacle of those
stars' wan�ng both pa�ned and cheered me, for �t meant that for a compan�on
�n the f�rmament they now had the sun. Hence �t was unt�l my neck felt
almost fractured, and my sp�ne and the nape of my neck were ach�ng as
though clamped �n a cast of plaster of par�s, that I kept my eyes turned aloft.
Yes, anyth�ng to ga�n a s�ght of the stars! From them I could not remove my
v�s�on, for they seemed to exh�b�t the heavens �n a new gu�se, and to convey
to me the joyful t�d�ngs that �n the sky there was present also the sun.

Yet though, meanwh�le, I tr�ed to ponder on someth�ng great, I never
fa�led to f�nd myself cher�sh�ng the absurd, obst�nate apprehens�on that soon
the B�rk�ns would leave the�r beds, enter the courtyard, and have Nadezhda
betrayed to them by Gub�n.

And throughout there kept descend�ng to me from above the latter's
�nart�culate, as �t were damp-sodden, observat�ons.

"Another rat!" I heard h�m excla�m. "To th�nk that those two fellows,
men of money, should neglect for two whole years to clean out the�r well!



Why, what can the brutes have been dr�nk�ng meanwh�le? Look out below,
you!"

And once more, w�th a creak�ng of the pulley, the bucket would descend
—bump�ng and thudd�ng aga�nst the l�n�ng of the well as �t d�d so, and
bespatter�ng afresh my head and shoulders w�th �ts f�lth. R�ghtly speak�ng,
the B�rk�ns ought to have cleared out the well themselves!

"Let us exchange places," I cr�ed at length.

"What �s wrong?" �nqu�red Gub�n �n response

"Down here �t �s cold—I can't stand �t any longer."

"Gee up!" excla�med Gub�n to the old horse wh�ch suppl�ed the leverage
power for the bucket; whereupon I seated myself upon the edge of the
receptacle and went aloft, where everyth�ng was look�ng so br�ght and
warm as to bear a new and unwontedly pleas�ng appearance.

So now �t was Gub�n's turn to stand at the bottom of the well. And soon,
�n add�t�on to the odour of decay, and a subdued sound of splash�ng, and the
rumbl�ngs and bump�ngs of the �ron bucket aga�nst �ts cha�n, there began to
come up from the damp, black cav�ty a perfect stream of curses.

"The �nfernal sk�nfl�nts!" I heard my compan�on excla�m.

"Hullo, here �s someth�ng! A dog or a baby, eh? The damned old
barbar�ans!"

And the bucket ascended w�th, among �ts contents, a sodden and most
anc�ent hat. W�th the passage of t�me Gub�n's temper grew worse and
worse.

"If I SHOULD f�nd a baby here," next he excla�med, "I shall report the
matter to the pol�ce, and get those blessed old brothers �nto trouble."

Each movement of the leathern-h�ded, wall-eyed steed wh�ch d�d our
b�dd�ng was accompan�ed by a sw�sh�ng of a sandy ta�l wh�ch had for �ts
object the brush�ng away of autumn's harb�ngers, the bluebottles. Almost



w�th the tranqu�l ga�t of a rel�g�ous d�d the an�mal accompl�sh �ts per�od�cal
journeys from the wall to the entrance gates and back aga�n; after wh�ch �t
always heaved a profound s�gh, and stood w�th �ts bony crest lowered.

Presently, from a corner of the yard that lay screened beh�nd some rank,
pale, w�thered, trampled herbage a door screeched. Into the yard there
�ssued Nadezhda B�rk�n, carry�ng a bunch of keys, and followed by a lady
who, elderly and rotund of f�gure, had a few dark ha�rs grow�ng on her full
and rather haughty upper l�p. As the two walked towards the cellar
(Nadezhda be�ng clad only �n an under-pett�coat, w�th a chem�se half-
cover�ng her shoulders, and sl�ppers thrust on to bare feet), I perce�ved from
the languor of the younger woman's ga�t that she was feel�ng weary �ndeed.

"Why do you look at us l�ke that?" her sen�or �nqu�red of me as she drew
level. And as she d�d so the eyes that peered at me from above the full and,
somehow, d�splaced-look�ng cheeks b�d �n them a d�m, m�sty, half-bl�nd
express�on.

"That must be Peter B�rk�n's mother-�n-law," was my unspoken
reflect�on.

At the door of the cellar Nadezhda handed the keys to her compan�on,
and w�th a slow step wh�ch set her ample bosom sway�ng, and �ncreased the
d�sarray of the bod�ce on her round, but broad, shoulders, approached
myself, and sa�d qu�etly:

"Please open the gutter-slu�ce and let out the water �nto the street, or the
yard w�ll soon be flooded. Oh, the smell of �t! What �s that th�ng there? A
rat? Oh bat�nshka, what a horr�ble mess!"

Her face had about �t a drawn look, and under her eyes there were a pa�r
of dark patches, and �n the�r depths the dry gl�tter of a person who has spent
a n�ght of wak�ng. True, �t was a face st�ll fresh of hue; yet beads of sweat
were stand�ng on the forehead, and her shoulders looked grey and heavy—
as grey and heavy as unleavened bread wh�ch the f�re has coated w�th a th�n
crust, yet fa�led to bake throughout.



"Please, also, open the w�cket," she cont�nued. "And, �n case a lame old
beggar-woman should call, come and tell me. I am the Nadezhda Ivanovna
for whom she w�ll �nqu�re. Do you understand?"

From the well, at th�s po�nt, there �ssued the words:

"Who �s that speak�ng?"

"It �s the m�stress," I repl�ed.

"What? Nadezhda? W�th her I have a bone to p�ck."

"What d�d he say?" the woman asked tensely as she ra�sed her dark,
th�nly penc�lled brows, and made as though to go and lean over the well.
Independently of my own vol�t�on I forestalled what Gub�n m�ght next have
been go�ng to say by remark�ng:

"I must tell you that last n�ght he saw you walk�ng �n the garden here."

"Indeed?" she ejaculated, and drew herself to her full he�ght. Yet �n
do�ng so she blushed to her shoulders, and, clapp�ng plump hands to her
bosom, and open�ng dark eyes to the�r fullest, sa�d �n a hasty and confused
wh�sper as, aga�n pal�ng and shr�nk�ng �n stature, she subs�ded l�ke a p�ece
of pastry that �s turn�ng heavy:

"Good Lord! WHAT d�d he see?... If the lame woman should call, you
must not adm�t her. No, tell her that she w�ll not be wanted, that I cannot,
that I must not—But see here. Here �s a rouble for you. Oh, good Lord!"

By th�s t�me even louder and more angry exclamat�ons had begun to
ascend from Gub�n. Yet the only sound to reach my ears was the woman's
muttered wh�sper�ng, and as I glanced �nto her face I perce�ved that �ts
h�therto h�gh-coloured and rounded contours had fallen �n, and turned grey,
and that her flushed l�ps were trembl�ng to such an extent as almost to
prevent the art�culat�on of her words. Lastly, her eyes were frozen �nto an
express�on of p�t�ful, dogl�ke terror.



Suddenly she shrugged her shoulders, stra�ghtened her form, put away
from her the express�on of terror, and sa�d qu�etly, but �nc�s�vely:

"You w�ll not need to say anyth�ng about th�s. Allow me."

And w�th a sway�ng step she departed—a step so short as almost to
convey the �mpress�on that her legs were bound together. Yet wh�le the ga�t
was the ga�t of a person full of suppressed fury, �t was also the ga�t of a
person who can scarcely see an �nch �n advance.

"Haul away, you!" shouted Gub�n.

I hauled h�m up �n a state of cold and wet; whereafter he fell to stamp�ng
around the cop�ng of the well, curs�ng, and wav�ng h�s arms.

"What have you been th�nk�ng of all th�s t�me?" he voc�ferated. "Why,
for ever so long I shouted and shouted to you!"

"I have been tell�ng Nadezhda that last n�ght you saw her walk�ng �n the
garden."

He sprang towards me w�th a v�c�ous scowl.

"Who gave you leave to do so?" he excla�med.

"Wa�t a moment. I sa�d that �t was only �n a dream, that you saw her
cross�ng the garden to the washhouse."

"Indeed? And why d�d you do that?"

Somehow, as, barelegged and dr�pp�ng w�th mud, he stood bl�nk�ng h�s
eyes at me w�th a most d�sagreeable express�on, he looked extremely
com�cal.

"See here," I remarked, "you have only to go and tell her husband about
her for me to go and tell h�m the same story about your hav�ng seen the
whole th�ng �n a dream."



"Why?" cr�ed Gub�n, now almost bes�de h�mself. Presently, however, he
recovered suff�c�ent self-possess�on to gr�n and ask �n an undertone:

"HOW MUCH DID SHE GIVE YOU?"

I expla�ned to h�m that my sole reason for what I had done had been that
I p�t�ed the woman, and feared lest the brothers B�rk�n should do an �njury
to one who at least ought not to be betrayed. Gub�n began by decl�n�ng to
bel�eve me, but eventually, after the matter had been thought out, sa�d:

"Acceptance of money for do�ng what �s r�ght �s certa�nly �rregular; but
at least �s �t better than acceptance of money for conn�v�ng at s�n. Well, you
have spo�lt my scheme, young fellow. H�red only to clean out the well, I
would nevertheless have cleaned out the establ�shment as a whole, and
taken pleasure �n do�ng so."

Then once more he relapsed �nto fury, and muttered as he scurr�ed round
and round the well:

"How DARED you poke your nose �nto other people's affa�rs? Who are
YOU �n th�s establ�shment?"

The a�r was hot and ar�d, yet st�ll the sky was as dull as though coated
throughout w�th the dust of summer, and, as yet, one could gaze at the sun's
purple, rayless orb w�thout bl�nk�ng, and as eas�ly as one could have gazed
at the glow�ng embers of a wood f�re.

Seated on the fence, a number of rooks were d�rect�ng �ntell�gent black
eyes upon the heaps of mud wh�ch lay around the cop�ng of the well. And
from t�me to t�me they fluttered the�r w�ngs �mpat�ently, and cawed.

"I got you some work," Gub�n cont�nued �n a grumbl�ng tone, "and put
heart �nto you w�th the prospect of employment. And now you have gone
and treated me l�ke—"

At th�s po�nt I caught the sound of a horse trott�ng towards the entrance-
gates, and heard someone shout, as the an�mal drew level w�th the house:



"YOUR t�mber too has caught al�ght!"

Instantly, fr�ghtened by the shout, the rooks took to the�r w�ngs and flew
away. Also, a w�ndow sash squeaked, and the courtyard resounded w�th
sudden bustle—the cul�nary reg�ons vom�t�ng the elderly lady and the
tousled, half-clad Jonah; and an open w�ndow the upper half of the red-
headed Peter.

"Men, harness up as qu�ckly as poss�ble!" the latter cr�ed, h�s vo�ce
charged w�th a pla�nt�ve note.

And, �ndeed, he had hardly spoken before Gub�n led out a fat roan pony,
and Jonah pulled from a shelter a l�ght buggy or br�tchka. Meanwh�le
Nadezhda called from the veranda to Jonah:

"Do you f�rst go �n and dress yourself!"

The elderly lady then unfastened the gates; whereupon a stunted, old�sh
muzh�k �n a red sh�rt l�mped �nto the yard w�th a foam-flecked steed, and
excla�med:

"It �s caught �n two places—at the Savelk�n clear�ng and near the
cemetery!"

Immed�ately the company pressed around h�m w�th groans and
ejaculat�ons, and Gub�n alone cont�nued to harness the pony w�th sw�ft and
dexterous hands—say�ng to me through h�s teeth as he d�d so, and w�thout
look�ng at anyone:

"That �s how those wretched folk ALWAYS defer th�ngs unt�l too late."

The next person to present herself at the entrance gates was a beggar-
woman. Screw�ng up her eyes �n a furt�ve manner, she droned:

"For the sake of Lord Je-e-esus!"

"God w�ll g�ve you alms! God w�ll g�ve you alms!" was Nadezhda's
reply as, turn�ng pale, she flung out her arms �n the old woman's d�rect�on.



"You see, a terr�ble th�ng has happened—our t�mber lands have caught f�re.
You must come aga�n later."

Upon that Peter's bulky form (wh�ch had ent�rely f�lled the w�ndow from
wh�ch �t had been lean�ng), d�sappeared w�th a jerk, and �n �ts stead there
came �nto v�ew the f�gure of a woman. Sa�d she contemptuously:

"See the v�s�tat�on w�th wh�ch God has tr�ed us, you men of fa�nt hearts
and �ndolent hands!"

The woman's ha�r was grey at the temples, and had rest�ng upon �t a
s�lken cap wh�ch so kept chang�ng colour �n the sunl�ght as to convey to one
the �mpress�on that her head was bonneted w�th steel, wh�le �n her face,
p�cturesque but dark (seem�ngly blackened w�th smoke), there gleamed two
pup�l-less blue eyes of a k�nd wh�ch I had never before beheld.

"Fools," she cont�nued, "how often have I not po�nted out to you the
necess�ty of cutt�ng a w�der space between the t�mber and the cemetery?"

From a furrow above the woman's small but prom�nent nose, a pa�r of
heavy brows extended to temples that were s�lvered over. As she spoke
there fell a strange s�lence am�d wh�ch save for the pony's paw�ng of the
m�re no sound m�ngled w�th the sarcast�c reproaches of the deep, almost
mascul�ne vo�ce.

"That aga�n �s the mother-�n-law," was my �nward reflect�on.

Gub�n f�n�shed the harness�ng—then sa�d to Jonah �n the tone of a
super�or address�ng a servant:

"Go �n and dress yourself, you object!"

Nevertheless, the B�rk�ns drove out of the yard prec�sely as they were,
wh�le the peasant mounted h�s belathered steed and followed them at a trot;
and the elderly lady d�sappeared from the w�ndow, leav�ng �ts panes even
darker and blacker than they had prev�ously been. Gub�n, sl�p-slopp�ng
through the puddles w�th bare feet, sa�d to me w�th a sharp glance as he
moved to shut the entrance gates:



"I presume that I can now take �n hand the l�ttle affa�r of wh�ch you
know."

"Yakov!" at th�s juncture someone shouted from the house.

Gub�n stra�ghtened h�mself a la m�l�ta�re.

"Yes, I am com�ng," he repl�ed.

Whereafter, padd�ng on bare soles, he ascended the steps. Nadezhda,
stand�ng at the�r top, turned away w�th a frown of repuls�on at h�s approach,
and nodded and beckoned to myself.

"What has Yakov sa�d to you?" she �nqu�red

"He has been reproach�ng me."

"Reproach�ng you for what?"

"For hav�ng spoken to you."

She heaved a s�gh.

"Ah, the m�sch�ef-maker!" she excla�med. "And what �s �t that he
wants?"

As she pouted her d�spleasure her round and vacant face looked almost
ch�ldl�ke.

"Good Lord!" she added. "What DO such men as he want?"

Meanwh�le the heavens were becom�ng overspread w�th dark grey
clouds, and presag�ng a flood of autumn ra�n, wh�le from the w�ndow near
the steps the vo�ce of Peter's mother-�n-law was �ssu�ng �n a steady stream.
At f�rst, however, noth�ng was d�st�ngu�shable save a sound l�ke the
humm�ng of a sp�ndle.

"It �s my mother that �s speak�ng," Nadezhda expla�ned softly. "She'll
g�ve �t h�m! Yes, SHE w�ll protect me!"



Yet I scarcely heard Nadezhda's words, so greatly was I feel�ng struck
w�th the qu�et forcefulness, the absolute assurance, of what was be�ng sa�d
w�th�n the w�ndow.

"Enough, enough!" sa�d the vo�ce. "Only through lack of occupat�on
have you jo�ned the company of the r�ghteous."

Upon th�s I made a move to approach closer to the w�ndow; whereupon
Nadezhda wh�spered:

"Wh�ther are you go�ng? You must not l�sten."

Wh�le she was yet speak�ng I heard come from the w�ndow:

"S�m�larly your revolt aga�nst mank�nd has come of �dleness, of lack of
an �nterest �n l�fe. To you the world has been wear�some, so, wh�le dev�s�ng
th�s revolt as a resource, you have excused �t on the ground of serv�ce of
God and love of equ�ty, wh�le �n real�ty const�tut�ng yourself the dev�l's
workman."

Here Nadezhda plucked at my sleeve, and tr�ed to pull me away, but I
remarked:

"I MUST learn what Gub�n has got to say �n answer."

Th�s made Nadezhda sm�le, and then wh�sper w�th a conf�d�ng glance at
my face:

"You see, I have made a full confess�on to her. I went and sa�d to her:
'Mamenka, I have had a m�sfortune.' And her only reply as she stroked my
ha�r was, 'Ah, l�ttle fool!' Thus you see that she p�t�es me. And what makes
her care the less that I should stray �n that d�rect�on �s that she yearns for me
to bear her a ch�ld, a grandch�ld, as an he�r to her property."

Next, Gub�n was heard say�ng w�th�n the room:

"Whensoever an offence �s done aga�nst the law I..."



At once a stream of �mpress�ve words from the other drowned h�s
utterance:

"An offence �s not always an offence of moment, s�nce somet�mes a
person outgrows the law, and f�nds �t too restr�ct�ve. No one person ought to
be rated aga�nst another. For whom alone ought we to fear? Only the God �n
whose s�ght all of us have erred!"

And though �n the elderly lady's vo�ce there was wear�ness and d�staste,
the words were spoken slowly and �nc�s�vely. Upon th�s Gub�n tr�ed to
murmur someth�ng or another, but aga�n h�s utterance fa�led to edge �ts way
�nto h�s �nterlocutor's measured per�ods:

"No great ach�evement �s �t," she sa�d, "to condemn a fellow creature.
For always �t �s easy to s�t �n judgment upon our fellows. And even �f a
fellow creature be allowed to pursue an ev�l course unchecked, h�s offence
may yet prove product�ve of good. Remember how �n every case the Sa�nts
reached God. Yet how truly sanct�f�ed, by the t�me that they d�d so reach
H�m, were they? Let th�s ever be borne �n m�nd, for we are over-apt to
condemn and pun�sh!"

"In former days, Natal�a Vass�l�evna, you took away from me my
substance, you took my all. Also, let me recount to you how we fell �nto
d�sagreement."

"No; there �s no need for that."

"Thereafter, I ceased to be able to bear the contemplat�on of myself; I
ceased to cons�der myself as of any value."

"Let the past rema�n the past. That wh�ch must be �s not to be avo�ded."

"Through you, I say, I lost my peace of m�nd."

Nadezhda nudged me, and wh�spered w�th gay mal�ce:

"That �s probably true, for they say that once he was one of her lovers."



Then she recollected herself and, clapp�ng her hands to her face, cr�ed
through her f�ngers:

"Oh good Lord! What have I sa�d? No, no, you must not bel�eve these
tales. They are only slanders, for she �s the best of women."

"When ev�l has been done," cont�nued the qu�et vo�ce w�th�n the
w�ndow, "�t can never be set r�ght by recount�ng �t to others. He upon whom
a burden has been la�d should try to bear �t. And, should he fa�l to bear �t,
the fact w�ll mean that the burden has been beyond h�s strength."

"It was through you that I lost everyth�ng. It was you that str�pped me
bare."

"But to that wh�ch you lost I added movement. Noth�ng �n l�fe �s ever
lost; �t merely passes from one hand to another—from the unsk�lled hand to
the exper�enced—so that even the bone p�cked of a dog may ult�mately
become of value."

"Yes, a bone—that �s what I am."

"Why should you say that? You are st�ll a man."

"Yes, a man, but a man useful for what?"

"Useful, even though the use may not yet be fully apparent."

To th�s, after a pause, the speaker added:

"Now, depart �n peace, and make no further attempt aga�nst th�s woman.
Nay, do not even speak �ll of her �f you can help �t, but cons�der everyth�ng
that you saw to have been seen �n a dream."

"Ah!" was Gub�n's contr�te cry. "It shall be as you say. Yet, though I
should hate, I could not bear, to gr�eve you, I must confess that the he�ght
whereon you stand �s—"

"Is what, Oh fr�end of m�ne?"



"Noth�ng; save that of all souls �n th�s world you are, w�thout except�on,
the best."

"Yakov Petrov�tch, �n th�s world you and I m�ght have ended our l�ves
together �n honourable partnersh�p. And even now, �f God be w�ll�ng, we
m�ght do so."

"No. Rather must farewell be sa�d."

All became qu�et w�th�n the w�ndow, except that after a prolonged
s�lence there came from the woman a deep s�gh, and then a wh�sper of, "Oh
Lord!"

Tread�ng softly, l�ke a cat, Nadezhda darted away towards the steps;
whereas I, less fortunate, was caught by the depart�ng Gub�n �n the very act
of leav�ng the ne�ghbourhood of the w�ndow. Upon that he �nflated h�s
cheeks, ruffled up h�s sandy ha�r, turned red �n the face l�ke a man who has
been through a f�ght, and cr�ed �n strange, querulous, h�gh-p�tched accents:

"H�! What were you do�ng just now? Long-legged dev�l that you are, I
have no further use for you—I do not �ntend to work w�th you any more. So
you can go."

At the same moment the d�m face, w�th �ts great blue eyes, showed �tself
at the w�ndow, and the stem vo�ce �nqu�red:

"What does the no�se mean?"

"What does �t mean? It means that I do not �ntend—"

"You must not, �f you w�sh to create a d�sturbance, do �t anywhere but �n
the street. It must not be created here."

"What �s all th�s?" Nadezhda put �n w�th a stamp of her foot. "What—"

At th�s po�nt, the cook rushed out w�th a toast�ng-fork and m�l�tantly
ranged herself by Nadezhda's s�de, excla�m�ng:

"See what comes of not hav�ng a s�ngle muzh�k �n the house!"



I now prepared to w�thdraw, but, �n do�ng so, glanced once more at the
features of the elderly lady, and saw that the blue pup�ls were d�lated so as
almost to f�ll the eyes �n the�r ent�rety, and to leave only a blu�sh marg�n.
And strange and pa�nful were those eyes—eyes f�xed bl�ndly, eyes wh�ch
seemed to have strayed from the�r orb�ts through y�eld�ng to emot�on and a
consequent overstra�n—wh�le the apple of the throat had swelled l�ke the
crop of a b�rd, and the sheen of the s�lken head-dress become as the sheen
of metal. Involuntar�ly, I thought to myself:

"It �s a head that must be made of �ron."

By th�s t�me Gub�n had pen�tently subs�ded, and was exchang�ng
harmless remarks w�th the cook, wh�le carefully avo�d�ng my glance.

"Good day to you, madame," at length I sa�d as I passed the w�ndow.

Not at once d�d she reply, but when she d�d so she sa�d k�ndly:

"And good day to YOU, my fr�end. Yes, I w�sh you good day."

To wh�ch she added an �ncl�nat�on of the head wh�ch resembled noth�ng
so much as a hammer wh�ch much percuss�on upon an anv�l has wrought to
a f�ne pol�sh.

NILUSHKA

The t�mber-bu�lt town of Buev, a town wh�ch has several t�mes been
burnt to the ground, l�es huddled upon a h�llock above the r�ver Ober�cha.
Its houses, w�th the�r many-coloured shutters, stand so crowded together as
to form around the churches and gloomy law courts a perfect maze—the
streets wh�ch �ntersect the dark masses of houses meander�ng a�mlessly
h�ther and th�ther, and throw�ng off alleyways as narrow as sleeves, and
feel�ng the�r way along plot-fences and warehouse walls, unt�l, v�ewed from



the h�llock above, the town looks as though someone has st�rred �t up w�th a
st�ck and d�spersed and confused everyth�ng that �t conta�ns. Only from the
po�nt where Great Zh�tna�a Street takes �ts r�se from the r�ver do the stone
mans�ons of the local merchants (for the most part German colon�sts) cut a
gr�m, d�rect l�ne through the packed clusters of bu�ld�ngs constructed of
wood, and sk�rt the green �slands of gardens, and thrust as�de the churches;
whereafter, cont�nu�ng �ts way through Counc�l Square (st�ll runn�ng
�nexorably stra�ght), the thoroughfare stretches to, and traverses, a barren
pla�n of scrub, and so reaches the p�ne plantat�on belong�ng to the
Monastery of St. M�chael the Archangel where the latter �s lurk�ng beh�nd a
screen of old red spruces of wh�ch the denseness seems to prop the very
heavens, and wh�ch on clear, sunny days can be seen r�s�ng to mark the spot
whence the monastery's crosses, l�ke the g�lded b�rds of the forest of eternal
s�lence, sc�nt�llate a constant welcome.

At a d�stance of some ten houses before Zh�tna�a Street debouches upon
the pla�n wh�ch I have ment�oned there beg�n to d�verge from the street and
to trend towards a rav�ne, and eventually to lose themselves �n the latter's
recesses, the small, squat shant�es w�th one or two w�ndows ap�ece wh�ch
const�tute the suburb of Tolmach�kha. Th�s suburb, �t may be sa�d, had as �ts
or�g�nal founders the men�als of a landowner named Tolmachev—a
landowner who, after emanc�pat�ng h�s serfs some th�rteen years before all
serfs were legally emanc�pated, [In the year 1861] was, for h�s act�on,
v�s�ted w�th such b�tter rev�lement that, �n d�re offence at the same, he
ended by becom�ng an �nmate of the monastery, and there spend�ng ten
years under the vow of s�lence, unt�l death overtook h�m am�d a peaceful
obscur�ty born of the fact that the author�t�es had forb�dden h�s exh�b�t�on to
p�lgr�ms or strangers.

It �s �n the very cots or�g�nally apport�oned to Tolmachev's men�als, at
the t�me, f�fty years ago, when those men�als were converted �nto c�t�zens,
that the present �nhab�tants of the suburb dwell. And never have they been
burnt out of those homes, although the same per�od has seen all Buev save
Zh�tna�a Street consumed, and everywhere that one may delve w�th�n the
townsh�p one w�ll be sure to come across undestroyed hearthstones.



The suburb, as I have sa�d, stands at the h�ther end and on the slop�ng
s�de of one of the arms of a deep, wooded rav�ne, w�th �ts w�ndows fac�ng
towards the rav�ne's yawn�ng mouth, and afford�ng a v�ew d�rect to the
Mokr�e (certa�n marshes beyond the Ober�cha) and the swampy forest of
f�rs �nto wh�ch the d�m red sun decl�nes. Further on, the rav�ne trends across
the pla�n, then bends round towards the western s�de of the town, cats away
the clayey so�l w�th an appet�te wh�ch each spr�ng �ncreases, and wh�ch,
carry�ng the so�l down to the r�ver, �s gradually clogg�ng the r�ver's flow,
d�vert�ng the muddy water towards the marshes, and convert�ng those
marshes �nto a lagoon outr�ght. The f�ssure �n quest�on �s named "The Great
Rav�ne," and has �ts steep flanks so overgrown w�th chestnuts and
laburnums that even �n summert�me �ts recesses are cool and mo�st, and so
serve as a conven�ent tryst�ng place for the poorer lovers of the suburb and
the town, and w�tness the�r tea dr�nk�ngs and frequently fatal quarrels, as
well as be�ng used by the more well-to-do for a dump�ng ground for rubb�sh
of the nature of deceased dogs, cats, and horses.

Pleasantly s�ng�ng, there scours the bottom of the rav�ne the brook
known as the Zhandarmsk� Spr�ng, a brook celebrated throughout Buev for
�ts crystal-cold water, wh�ch �s so �cy of temperature that even on a burn�ng
day �t w�ll make the teeth ache. Th�s water the den�zens of Tolmach�kha
account to be the�r pecul�ar property; wherefore they are proud of �t, and
dr�nk �t to the exclus�on of any other, and so l�ve to a green old age wh�ch �n
some cases cannot even reckon �ts years. And by way of a l�vel�hood, the
men of the suburb �ndulge �n hunt�ng, f�sh�ng, fowl�ng, and th�ev�ng (not a
s�ngle art�san proper does the suburb conta�n, save the cobbler Gorkov—a
th�n, consumpt�ve skeleton of surname Tchulan); wh�le, as regards the
women, they, �n w�nter, sew and make sacks for Z�mmel's m�ll, and pull
tow, and �n summer they scour the plantat�on of the monastery for truffles
and other produce, and the forest on the other s�de of the r�ver for
huckleberr�es. Also, two of the suburb's women pract�se as fortune tellers,
wh�le two others conduct an easy and h�ghly lucrat�ve trade �n prost�tut�on.

The result �s that the town, as d�st�ngu�shed from the suburb, bel�eves the
men of the latter to be one and all th�eves, and the women and g�rls of the
suburb to be one and all d�sreputable characters. Hence the town str�ves
always to restr�ct and ext�rpate the suburb, wh�le the suburbans retal�ate



upon the townsfolk w�th robbery and arson and murder, wh�le desp�s�ng
those townsfolk for the�r pars�mony, decorum, and avar�ce, and detest�ng
the settled, comfortable mode of l�fe wh�ch they lead.

So poor, for that matter, �s the suburb that never do even beggars resort
th�ther, save when drunk. No, the only creatures wh�ch resort th�ther are
dogs wh�ch subs�st no one knows how as predator�ly they roam from court
to court w�th ta�ls tucked between the�r flanks, and bloodless tongues
hang�ng down, and legs ever prepared, on s�ght�ng a human be�ng, to bolt
�nto the rav�ne, or to let down the�r owners upon subserv�ent bell�es �n
expectat�on of a probable k�ck or curse.

In short, every cranny of every cot �n the place, w�th the gr�my panes of
the�r w�ndows, and the�r lathed roofs overgrown w�th velvety moss,
breathes forth the un�versal, deadly hopelessness �nduced by Russ�a's
crush�ng poverty.

In the Tolmach�khans' backyards grow only alders, elders, and weeds.
Everywhere docks thrust up heads through cracks �n the fences to catch at
the legs or the sk�rts of passers-by, wh�le masses of nettles squeeze the�r
way under fences to st�ng l�ttle ch�ldren. Apropos, the latter are all th�n and
hungry, �n the h�ghest degree quarrelsome, and add�cted to prolonged
lamentat�on. Also, each spr�ng sees a certa�n proport�on of the�r number
carr�ed off by d�phther�a, wh�le scarlat�na and measles are as ep�dem�c
among them as �s typho�d among the�r elders.

Thus the sounds of l�fe most to be heard throughout the suburb are the
sounds e�ther of weep�ng or of mad curs�ng. In general, however, l�fe �n
Tolmach�kha �s l�ved qu�etly and letharg�cally. So much �s th�s the case that
�n spr�ng even the cats forbear to squall save �n crushed and subdued
accents. The only local person to s�ng �s Fel�tzata; and even she does so
only when she �s drunk. It may be sa�d that Fel�tzata �s a saucy, cunn�ng
procuress, and does her s�ng�ng �n a pecul�arly th�ck and rasp�ng vo�ce
wh�ch, w�th many croaks and h�atuses, necess�tates much clos�ng of the
eyes, and a great protrud�ng of the apple of the throat. Indeed, �t �s only the
women of the place who, turbulently quarrelsome and hyster�cally no�sy,
spend most of the day �n scour�ng the streets w�th sk�rts tucked up, and
never cease begg�ng for p�nches of salt or flour or spoonfuls of o�l as they



ra�l and screech at and beat the�r ch�ldren, and thrust w�thered breasts �nto
the�r bab�es' mouths, and rush and fl�ng themselves about, and bawl �n a
constant endeavour to r�ght the�r woebegone cond�t�on. Yes, all are
d�shevelled and d�rty, and have w�zened, bony faces, and the restless eyes of
th�eves. Never, �ndeed, �s a woman plump of f�gure, save at the per�od when
she �s �ll, and her eyes are d�m, and her ga�t �s laboured. Yet unt�l they are
forty, the major�ty of the women become pregnant w�th every w�nter, and
on the arr�val of spr�ng may be seen walk�ng abroad w�th large stomachs
and blue hollows under the eyes. And even th�s does not prevent them from
work�ng w�th the same desperate energy as when they are not w�th ch�ld. In
short, the �nhab�tants of the place resemble needles and threads w�th wh�ch
some rough, clumsy, and �mpat�ent hand �s for ever try�ng to darn a ragged
cloth wh�ch as constantly parts and rends.

The ch�ef person of repute �n the suburb �s my landlord, one Ant�pa
Vologonov—a l�ttle old man who keeps a shop of "odd wares," and also
lends money on pledge.

Unfortunately, Ant�pa �s a sufferer from a long-stand�ng tendency to
rheumat�sm, wh�ch has left h�m bow-legged, and has tw�sted and swollen
h�s f�ngers to the extent that they w�ll not bend. Hence, he always keeps h�s
hands tucked �nto h�s sleeves, though seem�ngly he has the less use for them
�n that, even when he w�thdraws them from the�r shelter, he does so as
caut�ously as though he were afra�d of the�r becom�ng d�slocated.

On the other hand, he never loses h�s temper, and he never grows
exc�ted.

"Ne�ther of those th�ngs su�ts me," he w�ll say, "for my heart �s d�lated,
and m�ght at any moment fa�l."

As for h�s face, �t has h�gh cheekbones wh�ch �n places blossom �nto
dark red blotches; an express�on as calm as that of the face of a Kh�rgh�z; a
ch�n whence dangle w�sps of m�ngled grey, red, and flaxen ha�r of a
perpetually mo�st appearance; obl�que and ever-chang�ng eyes wh�ch are
permanently contracted; a pa�r of th�ck, part�-coloured eyebrows wh�ch cast
deep shadows over the eyes; and temples whereon a number of blue ve�ns



struggle w�th an �rregular, sparse coat�ng of br�stles. F�nally, about h�s
whole personal�ty there �s someth�ng ever var�able and �ntang�ble.

Also, h�s ga�t �s �rr�tat�ngly slow; and the more so ow�ng to h�s coat,
wh�ch, of a cut dev�sed by h�mself, cons�sts, as �t were, of cassock, sarafan
[jacket], and wa�stcoat �n one. As often as not he f�nds the sk�rts of the
garment cumber�ng h�s legs; whereupon he has to stop and g�ve them a
k�ck. And thus �t comes about that permanently the sk�rts are ragged and
torn.

"No need for hurry," �s h�s customary remark. "Always, �n t�me, does
one w�n to one's p�tch �n the marketplace."

H�s speech �s cast �n rounded per�ods, and d�splays a great love for
eccles�ast�cal terms. On the occurrence of one such term, he pauses
thereafter as though mentally he were add�ng to the term a very th�ck, a
very black, full stop. Yet always he w�ll converse w�th anyone, and at great
length—h�s probable mot�ve be�ng a des�re to leave beh�nd h�m the
reputat�on of a w�se old man.

In h�s shanty are three w�ndows fac�ng on to the street, and a part�t�on-
wall wh�ch d�v�des �t �nto two rooms of unequal s�ze. In the larger room,
wh�ch conta�ns a Russ�an stove, he h�mself l�ves; �n the smaller room I have
my abode. By a passage the two are separated from a storeroom where,
closeted beh�nd a door to wh�ch there are a heavy, old-fash�oned bolt and
many �ron and brass screws, Ant�pa preserves pledges left by h�s
ne�ghbours, such as samovars, �kons, w�nter cloth�ng and the l�ke. Of th�s
storeroom he always carr�es the great �ndentated key at the back of the strap
wh�ch upholds h�s cloth breeches; and, whenever the pol�ce call to ascerta�n
whether he �s harbour�ng any stolen goods, a long t�me ensues wh�lst he �s
sh�ft�ng the key round to h�s stomach, and aga�n a long t�me wh�lst he �s
unfasten�ng �t from the belt. Meanwh�le, he says pompously to the
Super�ntendent or the Deputy Super�ntendent:

"Never do I take �n goods of that k�nd. Of the truth of what I say, your
honour, you have more than once assured yourself �n person."



Also, whenever Ant�pa s�ts down the key rattles aga�nst the back or the
seat of h�s cha�r; whereupon he bends h�s arm w�th d�ff�culty, and feels to
see whether or not the key has come unslung. Th�s I know for the reason
that the part�t�on-wall �s not so th�ck but that I can hear h�s every breath
drawn, and d�v�ne h�s every movement.

Of an even�ng, when the m�sty sun �s slant�ng across the r�ver towards
the auburn belt of p�nes, and d�st�ll�ng p�nk vapours from the sombre v�sta
to be seen through the shaggy mouth of the rav�ne, Ant�pa Vologonov sets
out a squat samovar that �s d�nted of s�de, and plated w�th green ox�de on
handle, turncock, and spout. Then he seats h�mself at h�s table by the
w�ndow.

At �ntervals I hear the even�ng st�llness broken by quest�ons put �n a tone
wh�ch �mpl�es always an expectat�on of a prec�se answer.

"Where �s Dar�ka?"

"He has gone to the spr�ng for water." The answer �s g�ven wh�n�ngly,
and �n a th�n vo�ce.

"And how �s your s�ster?

"St�ll �n pa�n."

"Yes? Well, you can go now."

G�v�ng a sl�ght cough to clear h�s throat, the old man beg�ns to s�ng �n a
quaver�ng falsetto:

Once a bullet smote my breast,
And scarce the pang I felt.
But ne'er the pang could be express'd
Wh�ch love's flame s�nce hath dealt!

As the samovar h�sses and bubbles, heavy footsteps resound �n the street,
and an �nd�st�nct vo�ce says:

"He th�nks that because he �s a Town Counc�llor he �s also clever."



"Yes; such folk are apt to grow very proud."

"Why, all h�s bra�ns put together wouldn't grease one of my boots!"

And as the vo�ces d�e away the old man's falsetto tr�ckles forth anew,
humm�ng:

"The poor man's anger... M�n�ka! H�, you! Come �n here, and I w�ll g�ve
you a b�t of sugar. How �s your father gett�ng on? Is he drunk at present?"

"No, sober, for he �s tak�ng noth�ng but kvas and cabbage soup."

"And what �s he do�ng for a l�v�ng?"

"S�tt�ng at the table, and th�nk�ng."

"And has your mother been beat�ng h�m aga�n?"

"No—not aga�n."

"And she—how �s she?"

"Obl�ged to keep �ndoors."

"Well, run along w�th you."

Softly there next presents herself before the w�ndow Fel�tzata, a woman
of about forty w�th a hawk-l�ke gleam �n her coldly c�v�l eyes, and a pa�r of
handsome l�ps compressed �nto a covert sm�le. She �s well known
throughout the suburb, and once had a son, N�lushka, who was the local
"God's fool." Also she has the reputat�on of know�ng what �s correct
procedure on all and sundry occas�ons, as well as of be�ng sk�lled �n
lamentat�ons, funeral r�tes, and fest�v�t�es �n connect�on w�th the muster�ngs
of recru�ts. Lastly she has had a h�p broken, so that she walks w�th an
�ncl�nat�on towards the left.

Her fellow women say of her that her ve�ns conta�n "a drop of gentle
blood"; but probably the statement �s �nsp�red by no more than the fact that
she treats everyone w�th the same cold c�v�l�ty. Nevertheless, there �s



someth�ng pecul�ar about her, for her hands are slender and have long
f�ngers, and her head �s haught�ly po�sed, and her vo�ce has a metall�c r�ng,
even though the metal has, as �t were, grown dull and rusty. Also, she
speaks of everyone, herself �ncluded, �n the most rough and downr�ght
terms, yet terms wh�ch are so s�mple that, though her talk may be
d�sconcert�ng to l�sten to, �t could never be called obscene.

For �nstance, once I overheard Vologonov reproach her for not lead�ng a
more becom�ng l�fe:

"You ought to have more self-restra�nt," sa�d he, "see�ng that you are a
lady, and also your own m�stress."

"That �s played out, my fr�end," she repl�ed. "You see, I have had very
much to bear, for there was a t�me when such hunger used to gnaw at my
belly as you would never bel�eve. It was then that my eyes became dazzled
w�th the tokens of shame. So I took my f�ll of love, as does every woman.
And once a woman has become a l�ght-o'-love she may as well doff her
sh�ft altogether, and use the body wh�ch God has g�ven her. And, after all,
an �ndependent l�fe �s the best l�fe; so I hawk myself about l�ke a pot of
beer, and say, 'Dr�nk of th�s, anyone who l�kes, wh�le �t st�ll conta�ns
l�quor.'"

"It makes one feel ashamed to hear such talk," sa�d Vologonov w�th a
s�gh. In response she burst out laugh�ng.

"What a v�rtuous man!" was her comment upon h�s remark.

Unt�l now Ant�pa had spoken caut�ously, and �n an undertone, whereas
the woman had repl�ed �n loud accents of challenge.

"W�ll you come �n and have some tea?" he sa�d next as he leant out of
the w�ndow.

"No, I thank you. In pass�ng, what a th�ng I have heard about you!"

"Do not shout so loud. Of what are you speak�ng?"



"Oh, of SUCH a th�ng!"

"Of NOTHING, I �mag�ne."

"Yes, of EVERYTHING."

"God, who created all th�ngs, alone knows everyth�ng."

Whereafter the pa�r wh�spered together awh�le. Then Fel�tzata
d�sappeared as suddenly as she had come, leav�ng the old man s�tt�ng
mot�onless. At length he heaved a profound s�gh, and muttered to h�mself.

"Into that Eve's ears be there poured the po�son of the asp!... Yet pardon
me, Oh God! Yea, pardon me!"

The words conta�ned not a part�cle of genu�ne contr�t�on. Rather, I
bel�eve, he uttered them because he had a weakness not for words wh�ch
s�gn�f�ed anyth�ng, but for words wh�ch, be�ng out of the way, were not
used by the common folk of the suburb.

Somet�mes Vologonov knocks at the part�t�on-wall w�th a superannuated
arsh�n measure wh�ch has only f�fteen vershok� of �ts length rema�n�ng. He
knocks, and shouts:

"Lodger, would you care to jo�n me �n a pot of tea?"

Dur�ng the early days of our acqua�ntancesh�p he regarded me w�th
marked and constant susp�c�on. Clearly he deemed me to be a pol�ce
detect�ve. But subsequently he took to scann�ng my face w�th cr�t�cal
cur�os�ty, unt�l at length he sa�d w�th an a�r of �mpart�ng �nstruct�on:

"Have you ever read Parad�se Lost and Destroyed?"

"No," I repl�ed. "Only Parad�se Rega�ned."

Th�s led h�m to wag h�s part�-coloured beard �n token that 'he d�sagreed
w�th my cho�ce', and to observe:



"The reason why Adam lost Parad�se �s that he allowed Eve to corrupt
h�m. And never d�d the Lord perm�t h�m to rega�n �t. For who �s worthy to
return to the gates of Parad�se? Not a s�ngle human be�ng."

And, �ndeed, I found �t a waste of t�me to d�spute the matter, for he
merely l�stened to what I had to say, and then, w�thout an attempt at
refutat�on, repeated �n the same tone as before, and exactly �n the same
words, h�s statement that "Adam lost Parad�se for the reason that he allowed
Eve to corrupt h�m."

S�m�larly d�d women const�tute our most usual subject of conversat�on.

"You are young," once he sa�d, "and therefore a human be�ng bound to
f�nd forb�dden fru�t block�ng your way at every step. Th�s because the
human race �s a slave to �ts love of s�n, or, �n other words, to love of the
Serpent. Yes, woman const�tutes the pr�me �mped�ment to everyth�ng �n l�fe,
as h�story has many t�mes aff�rmed. And f�rst and foremost �s she the source
of restlessness. 'Charged w�th po�son, the Serpent shall plunge �n thee her
fangs.' Wh�ch Serpent �s, of course, our des�re of the flesh, the Serpent at
whose �nst�gat�on the Greeks razed towns to the ground, and ravaged Troy
and Carthagena and Egypt, and the Serpent wh�ch caused an amorous
pass�on for the s�ster of Alexander Pavlov�tch [The Emperor Alexander I] to
br�ng about Napoleon's �nvas�on of Russ�a. On the other hand, both the
Mohammedan nat�ons and the Jews have from earl�est t�mes grasped the
matter ar�ght, and kept the�r women shut up �n the�r back prem�ses; whereas
WE perm�t the foulest of profl�gacy to ex�st, and walk hand �n hand w�th
our women, and allow them to graduate as female doctors and to pull teeth,
and all the rest of �t. The truth �s that they ought not to be allowed to
advance beyond m�dw�fe, s�nce �t �s woman's bus�ness e�ther to serve as a
breed�ng an�mal or opprobr�ously to be called ne�skusobrachna�a nev�esta
[Ma�d who hast never tasted of marr�age.] Yes, woman's bus�ness should
end there."

Near the stove there t�cks and cl�cks on the gr�my wall that �s papered
w�th "rules and regulat�ons" and sheets of yellow manuscr�pt the pendulum
of a small clock, w�th, hang�ng to one of �ts we�ghts, a hammer and a
horseshoe, and, to the other, a copper pestle. Also, �n a corner of the room a
number of �kons make a gl�tter�ng show w�th the�r s�lver appl�que and the



g�lded halos wh�ch surmount the�r f�gures' black v�sages, wh�le a stove w�th
a ponderous grate glowers out of the w�ndow at the greenery �n Zh�tna�a
Street and beyond the rav�ne (beyond the rav�ne everyth�ng looks br�ght and
beaut�ful), and the dusty, d�mly l�ghted storeroom across the passage em�ts a
perenn�al odour of dr�ed mushroom, tobacco leaves, and hemp o�l.

Vologonov st�rs h�s strong, stewed tea w�th a battered old teaspoon, and
says w�th a s�gh as he s�ps a l�ttle:

"All my l�fe I have been engaged �n ga�n�ng exper�ence so that now I
know most th�ngs, and ought to be l�stened to w�th attent�on. Usually folk
do so l�sten to me, but though here and there one may f�nd a l�v�ng soul, of
the rest �t may be sa�d: 'In the House of Dav�d shall terr�ble th�ngs come to
pass, and f�re shall consume the sp�r�t of lechery.'"

The words resemble br�cks �n that they seem, �f poss�ble, to �ncrease the
he�ght of the walls of strange and extraneous events, and even stranger
dramas, wh�ch loom for ever around, me.

"For example," cont�nues the old man, "why �s M�tr� Ermolaev
Polukonov, our ex-mayor, ly�ng dead before h�s t�me? Because he
conce�ved a number of arrogant projects. For example, he sent h�s eldest
son to study at Kazan—w�th the result that dur�ng the son's second year at
the Un�vers�ty he, the son, brought home w�th h�m a curly-headed Jewess,
and sa�d to h�s father: 'W�thout th�s woman I cannot l�ve—�n her are bound
up my whole soul and strength.' Yes, a pass �ndeed! And from that day forth
noth�ng but m�sfortune befell �n that Yashka took to dr�nk, the Jewess gave
way to rep�n�ng, and M�tr� had to go perambulat�ng the town w�th p�teous
�nv�tat�ons to 'come and see, my brethren, to what depths I have sunk!' And
though, eventually, the Jewess d�ed of a bloody flux, of a m�scarr�age, the
past was beyond mend�ng, and, wh�le the son went to the bad, and took to
dr�nk for good and all, the father 'fell a v�ct�m by n�ght to unt�mely death.'
Yes, the l�ves of two folk were thus undone by 'the thorn-bear�ng company
of Judaea.' L�ke ourselves, the Hebrew has a dest�ny of h�s own. And
dest�ny cannot be dr�ven out w�th a st�ck. Of each of us the dest�ny �s
unhast�ng. It moves slowly and qu�etly, and can never be avo�ded. 'Wa�t,' �t
says. 'Seek not to press onward.'"



As he d�scourses, Vologonov's eyes ceaselessly change colour—now
turn�ng to a dull grey, and wear�ng a t�red express�on, and now becom�ng
blue, and assum�ng a mournful a�r, and now (and most frequently of all)
beg�nn�ng to em�t green flashes of an �mpart�al malevolence.

"S�m�larly, the Kapust�ns, once a powerful fam�ly, came at length to
dust-became as noth�ng. It was a fam�ly the members of wh�ch were ever �n
favour of change, and devoted to anyth�ng that was new. In fact, they went
and set up a p�ano! Well, of them only Valent�ne �s st�ll on h�s legs, and he
(he �s a doctor of less than forty years of age) �s a hopeless drunkard, and
saturated w�th dropsy, and fallen a prey to asthma, so that h�s cancerous
eyes protrude horr�bly. Yes, the Kapust�ns, l�ke the Polukonovs, may be
'wr�tten down as dead.'"

Throughout, Vologonov speaks �n a tone of unassa�lable conv�ct�on, �n a
tone �mply�ng that never could th�ngs happen, never could th�ngs have
happened, otherw�se than as he has stated. In fact, �n h�s hands even the
most �nexpl�cable, the most gr�evous, phenomena of l�fe become such as a
law has �nev�tably decreed.

"And the same th�ng w�ll befall the Osmukh�ns," he next remarks. "Let
them be a warn�ng to you never to make fr�ends w�th Germans, and never to
engage �n bus�ness w�th them. In Russ�a any housew�fe may brew beer; yet
our people w�ll not dr�nk �t—they are more used to sp�r�ts. Also, Russ�an
folk l�ke to atta�n the�r object �n dr�nk�ng AT ONCE; and a shkal�k of vodka
w�ll do more to sap w�t than f�ve kruzhk� of beer. Once our people l�ked
un�form s�mpl�c�ty; but now they are become l�ke a man who was born
bl�nd, and has suddenly acqu�red s�ght. A change �ndeed! For th�rty-three
years d�d Ilya of Murom [Ilya Murometz, the legendary f�gure most
frequently met w�th In Russ�an b�l�n� (folk songs), and probably �dent�cal
w�th El�jah the Prophet, though cred�ted w�th many of the attr�butes proper,
rather, to the pagan god Perun the Thunderer.] s�t wa�t�ng for h�s end before
�t came; and all who cannot b�de pat�ently �n a state of hum�l�ty..."

Meanwh�le clouds shaped l�ke snow-wh�te swans are travers�ng the
roseate heavens and d�sappear�ng �nto space, wh�le below them, on earth,
the rav�ne can be seen spread out l�ke the pelt of a bear wh�ch the broad
shoulders of some fabulous g�ant have sloughed before tak�ng refuge �n the



marshes and forest. In fact the landscape rem�nds me of sundry anc�ent tales
of marvels, as also does Ant�pa Vologonov, the man who �s so strangely
conversant w�th the shortcom�ngs of human l�fe, and so pass�onately
add�cted to d�scuss�ng them.

For a moment or two he rema�ns s�lent as s�b�lantly he purses h�s l�ps
and dr�nks some saffron-coloured tea from the saucer wh�ch the splayed
f�ngers of h�s r�ght hand are balanc�ng on the�r t�ps. Whereafter, when h�s
wet moustache has been dr�ed, h�s level vo�ce resumes �ts speech �n tones as
measured as those of one read�ng aloud from the Psalter.

"Have you not�ced a shop �n Zh�tna�a Street kept by an old man named
As�ev? Once that man had ten sons. S�x of them, however, d�ed �n �nfancy.
Of the rema�nder the eldest, a f�ne s�nger, was at once extravagant and a
bookworm; wherefore, wh�lst an off�cer's servant at Tashkend, he cut the
throats of h�s master and m�stress, and for do�ng so was executed by
shoot�ng. As a matter of fact, the tale has �t that he had been mak�ng love to
h�s m�stress, and then been thrown over �n favour of h�s master once more.
And another son, Gr�gor�, after be�ng g�ven a h�gh school educat�on at St.
Petersburg, became a lunat�c. And another, Alexe�, entered the army as a
cavalryman, but �s now act�ng as a c�rcus r�der, and probably has also
become a drunkard. And the youngest son of all, N�kola�, ran away as a
boy, and, eventually arr�v�ng �n Norway w�th a prec�ous scheme for
catch�ng f�sh �n the Arct�c Ocean, met w�th fa�lure through the fact that he
had overlooked the c�rcumstance that we Russ�ans have f�sh of our own and
to spare, and had to have h�s �nterest ass�gned by h�s father to a local
monastery. So much for f�sh of the Arct�c Seas! Yet �f N�kola� had only
wa�ted, �f he had only been more pat�ent, he—"

Here Vologonov lowers h�s vo�ce, and cont�nues w�th someth�ng of the
growl of an angry dog:

"I too have had sons, one of whom was k�lled at Kushka (a document
has cert�f�ed to that effect), another was drowned wh�lst drunk, three more
d�ed �n �nfancy, and only two are st�ll al�ve. Of these last, I know that one �s
act�ng as a wa�ter �n a hotel at Smolensk, wh�le the other, Melent�, was
educated for the Church, sent to study �n a sem�nary, �nduced to abscond
and get �nto trouble, and eventually d�spatched to S�ber�a. There now! Yes,



the Russ�an �s what m�ght be called a 'l�ghtwe�ghted' �nd�v�dual, an
�nd�v�dual who, unless he holds h�mself down by the head, �s soon carr�ed
off by the w�nd l�ke a ch�cken's feather—for we are too self-conf�dent and
restless. Before now, I myself have been a gull, a man lack�ng balance: for
never does youth real�se �ts own �ns�gn�f�cance, or know how to wa�t."

D�ssertat�ons of the k�nd drop from the old man l�ke water from a leaky
p�pe on a cold, blustery day �n autumn. Wagg�ng h�s grey beard, he talks
and talks, unt�l I beg�n to th�nk that he must be an ev�l w�zard, and master of
th�s remote, barren, swampy, rav�ne-p�tted reg�on—that he �t �s who
or�g�nally planted the town �n th�s uncomfortable, clayey hollow, and has
thrown the houses �nto heaps, and entangled the streets, and wantonly
created the town's unaccountably rude and rough and deadly ex�stence, and
addled men's bra�ns w�th d�sconnected nonsense, and consumed the�r hearts
w�th a fear of l�fe. Yes, �t comes to me that �t must be he who, dur�ng the
long s�x months of w�nter, causes cruel snowstorms from the pla�n to �nvade
the town, and w�th frost compresses the bu�ld�ngs of the town unt�l the�r
rafters crack, and st�ng�ng cold br�ngs b�rds to the ground. Lastly, I become
se�zed w�th the �dea that �t must be he who, almost every summer, envelops
the town �n those terr�ble v�s�tat�ons of heat by n�ght wh�ch seem almost to
cause the houses to melt.

However, as a rule he ma�nta�ns complete s�lence, and merely makes
chew�ng mot�ons w�th h�s strong-toothed jaws as he s�ts wagg�ng h�s beard
from s�de to s�de. At such t�mes there �s �n h�s eyes a blu�sh f�re l�ke the
gleam of charcoal, wh�le h�s crooked f�ngers wr�the l�ke worms, and h�s
outward appearance becomes sheerly that of a mag�c�an of �n�qu�ty.

Once I asked h�m:

"What �n part�cular ought men to wa�t for?"

For a wh�le he sat clasp�ng h�s beard, and, w�th contracted eyes, gaz�ng
as at someth�ng beh�nd me. Then he sa�d qu�etly and d�dact�cally:

"Someday there w�ll ar�se a Strange Man who w�ll procla�m to the world
the Word to wh�ch there never was a beg�nn�ng. But to wh�ch of us �s the



hour when that Man w�ll ar�se known? To none of us... And to wh�ch of us
are known the m�racles wh�ch that Word w�ll perform? To none of us."

Once upon a t�me there used to gl�de past the w�ndow of my room the
fa�r, curly, waver�ng, golden head of N�lushka the �d�ot, a lad look�ng l�ke a
th�ng wh�ch the earth has begotten of love. Yes, N�lushka was l�ke an angel
�n some sacred p�cture adorn�ng the southern or the northern gates of an
anc�ent church, as, w�th h�s flushed face smeared w�th wax-smoke and o�l,
and h�s l�ght blue eyes gleam�ng �n a cold, unearthly sm�le, and a frame clad
�n a red smock reach�ng to below h�s knees, and the soles of h�s feet
show�ng black (always he walked on t�ptoe), and h�s th�n calves, as stra�ght
and wh�te as the calves of a woman, covered w�th golden down, he walked
the streets.

Somet�mes hopp�ng along on one leg, and sm�l�ng, and wav�ng h�s arms,
and caus�ng the ample folds and sleeves of h�s smock to flutter unt�l he
seemed to be mov�ng �n the m�dst of a n�mbus, N�lushka would s�ng �n a
halt�ng wh�sper the ch�ld�sh d�tty:

Oh Lo-ord, pardon me!
Wo-olves run,
And do-ogs run,
And the hunters wa�t
To k�ll the wolves.
Oh Lo-ord, pardon me!

Meanwh�le, he would d�ffuse a cheer�ng atmosphere of happ�ness w�th
wh�ch no one �n the local�ty had anyth�ng �n common. For he was ever a
l�ghthearted, w�nn�ng, essent�ally pure �nnocent of the type wh�ch never
fa�ls to evoke good-natured sm�les and k�ndly emot�ons. Indeed, as he
roamed the streets, the suburb seemed to l�ve �ts l�fe w�th less clamour, to
appear more decent of outward gu�se, s�nce the local folk looked upon the
�mbec�le w�th far more �ndulgence than they d�d upon the�r own ch�ldren;
and he was �nt�mate w�th, and beloved by, even the worst. Probably the
reason for th�s was that the semblance of fl�ght am�d an atmosphere of
golden dust wh�ch was h�s comb�ned w�th h�s stra�ght, slender l�ttle f�gure
to put all who beheld h�m �n m�nd of churches, angels, God, and Parad�se.



At all events, all v�ewed h�m �n a manner contemplat�ve, �nterested, and
more than a l�ttle deferent�al.

A cur�ous fact was the c�rcumstance that whenever N�lushka s�ghted a
stray gleam from a p�ece of glass, or the gl�tter of a morsel of copper �n
sunl�ght, he would halt dead where he was, turn grey w�th the ash�ness of
death, lose h�s sm�le, and rema�n d�lat�ng to an unnatural extent h�s clouded
and troubled eyes. And so, w�th h�s whole form d�storted w�th horror, and
h�s th�n hand cross�ng h�mself, and h�s knees trembl�ng, and h�s smock
flutter�ng around h�s fra�l w�sp of a body, and h�s features grow�ng
stonel�ke, he would, for an hour or more, cont�nue to stand, unt�l at length
someone la�d a hand �n h�s, and led h�m home.

The tale had �t that, �n the f�rst �nstance, born "soft-headed," he f�nally
lost h�s reason, f�ve years before the per�od of wh�ch I am wr�t�ng, when a
great f�re occurred, and that thenceforth anyth�ng, save sunl�ght, that �n any
way resembled f�re plunged h�m �nto th�s torpor of dumb dread. Naturally
the people of the suburb devoted to h�m a great deal of attent�on.

"There goes God's fool," would be the�r remark. "It w�ll not be long
before he d�es and becomes a Sa�nt, and we fall down and worsh�p h�m."

Yet there were persons who would go so far as to crack rude jests at h�s
expense. For �nstance, as he would be sk�pp�ng along, w�th h�s ch�ld�sh
vo�ce ra�sed �n h�s l�ttle d�tty, some �dler or another would shout from a
w�ndow, or through the cranny of a fence:

"H�, N�lushka! F�re! F�re!"

Whereupon the angel-faced �mbec�le would s�nk to earth as though h�s
legs had been cut away at the knee from under h�m, and he would huddle,
frant�cally clutch�ng h�s golden head �n h�s permanently so�led hands, and
expos�ng h�s youthful form to the dust, under the nearest house or fence.

Only then would the person who had g�ven h�m the fr�ght repent, and say
w�th a laugh:

"God �n heaven, what a stup�d lad th�s �s!"



And, should that person have been asked why he had thus terr�f�ed the
boy, he would probably have repl�ed:

"Because �t �s such sport to do so. As a lad who cannot feel th�ngs as
other human be�ngs do, he �ncl�nes folk to make fun of h�m."

As for the omn�sc�ent Ant�pa Vologonov, the follow�ng was h�s frequent
comment on N�lushka:

"Chr�st also had to walk �n terror. Chr�st also was persecuted. Why so?
Because ever He endured �n rect�tude and strength. Men need to learn what
�s real and what �s unreal. Many are the s�ns of earth come of the fact that
the seem�ng �s m�staken for the actual, and that men keep press�ng forward
when they ought to be wa�t�ng, to be prov�ng themselves."

Hence Vologonov, l�ke the rest, bestowed much attent�on upon N�lushka,
and frequently held conversat�ons w�th h�m.

"Do you now pray to God," he sa�d once as he po�nted to heaven w�th
one of h�s crooked f�ngers, and w�th the d�sengaged hand clasped h�s
d�shevelled, var�ously coloured beard.

Whereupon N�lushka glanced fearfully at the myster�ously po�nt�ng
f�nger, and, pluck�ng sharply at h�s forehead, shoulders, and stomach w�th
two f�ngers and a thumb, �ntoned �n th�n, pla�nt�ve accents:

"Our Father �n Heaven—"

"WHICH ART �n Heaven."

"Yes, �n the Heaven of Heavens."

"Ah, well! God w�ll understand. He �s the fr�end of all blessed ones."
[Id�ots; s�nce persons mentally def�c�ent are popularly deemed to stand �n a
pecul�arly close relat�on to the Alm�ghty.]



Aga�n, great was N�lushka's �nterest �n anyth�ng spher�cal. Also, he had a
love for handl�ng the heads of ch�ldren; when, softly approach�ng a group
from beh�nd, he would, w�th h�s br�ght, qu�et sm�le, lay slender, bony
f�ngers upon a close-cropped l�ttle poll; w�th the result that the ch�ldren, not
rel�sh�ng such f�nger�ng, would take alarm at the same, and, bolt�ng to a
d�screet d�stance, thence abuse the �d�ot, put out the�r tongues at h�m, and
drawl �n a nasal chorus:

"N�lka, the bottle-neck, the neck w�thout a nape to �t" [Probably the
attract�veness of th�s formula lay rather �n the rhym�ng of the Russ�an
words: "N�lka, but�lka, bashka bez zat�lka!" than �n the�r actual mean�ng].

Yet the�r fear of h�m was �n no way rec�procated, nor, for that matter, d�d
they ever assault h�m, desp�te the fact that occas�onally they would throw an
old boot or a ch�p of wood �n h�s d�rect�on-throw �t a�mlessly, and w�thout
really des�r�ng to h�t the mark a�med at.

Also, anyth�ng c�rcular—for example, a plate or the wheel of a toy,
engaged N�lushka's attent�on and led h�m to caress �t as eagerly as he d�d
globes and balls. Ev�dently the rotund�ty of the object was the po�nt that
exc�ted h�s �nterest. And as he turned the object over and over, and felt the
flat part of �t, he would mutter:

"But what about the other one?"

What "the other one" meant I could never d�v�ne. Nor could Ant�pa.
Once, draw�ng the �d�ot to h�m, he sa�d:

"Why do you always say 'What about the other one'?"

Troubled and nervous, N�lushka merely muttered some un�ntell�g�ble
reply as h�s f�ngers turned and turned about the c�rcular object wh�ch he was
hold�ng.

"Noth�ng," at length he repl�ed.

"Noth�ng of what?



"Noth�ng here."

"Ah, he �s too fool�sh to understand," sa�d Vologonov w�th a s�gh as h�s
eyes darkened �n med�tat�ve fash�on.

"Yes, though �t may seem fool�sh to say so," he added, "some people
would envy h�m."

"Why should they?"

"For more than one reason. To beg�n w�th, he l�ves a l�fe free from care
—he �s kept comfortably, and even held �n respect. S�nce no one can
properly understand h�m, and everyone fears h�m, through a bel�ef that folk
w�thout w�t, the 'blessed ones of God,' are more espec�ally the Alm�ghty's
favour�tes than persons possessed of understand�ng. Only a very w�se man
could deal w�th such a matter, and the less so �n that �t must be remembered
that more than one 'blessed one' has become a Sa�nt, wh�le some of those
possessed of understand�ng have gone—well, have gone wh�ther? Yes,
�ndeed!"

And, thoughtfully contract�ng the bushy eyebrows wh�ch looked as
though they had been taken from the face of another man, Vologonov thrust
h�s hands up h�s sleeves, and stood eye�ng N�lushka shrewdly w�th h�s
�ntang�ble gaze.

Never d�d Fel�tzata say for certa�n who the boy's father had been, but at
least �t was known to me that �n vague terms she had des�gnated two men as
such—the one a young "survey student," and the other a merchant by name
V�porotkov, a man notor�ous to the whole town as a most turbulent rake and
bully. But once when she and Ant�pa and I were seated goss�p�ng at the
entrance-gates, and I �nqu�red of her whether N�lushka's father were st�ll
surv�v�ng, she repl�ed �n a careless way:

"He �s so, damn h�m!"

"Then who �s he?"



Fel�tzata, as usual, l�cked her faded, but st�ll comely, l�ps w�th the t�p of
her tongue before she repl�ed:

"A monk."

"Ah!" Vologonov excla�med w�th unexpected an�mat�on. "That, then,
expla�ns th�ngs. At all events, we have �n �t an �ntell�g�ble THEORY of
th�ngs."

Whereafter, he expounded to us at length, and w�th no spar�ng of deta�ls,
the reason why a monk should have been N�lushka's father rather than
e�ther the merchant or the young "survey student." And as Vologonov
proceeded he grew unwontedly enthus�ast�c, and went so far as to clench h�s
f�sts unt�l presently he heaved a s�gh, as though mentally hurt, and sa�d
frown�ngly and reproachfully to the woman:

"Why d�d you never tell us th�s before? It was exceed�ngly negl�gent of
you."

Fel�tzata looked at the old man w�th sarcasm and sauc�ness gleam�ng �n
her brown eyes. Suddenly, however, she contracted her brows, counterfe�ted
a s�gh, and wh�ned:

"Ah, I was good-look�ng then, and des�red of all. In those days I had
both a good heart and a happy nature."

"But the monk may prove to have been an �mportant factor �n the
quest�on," was Ant�pa's thoughtful remark.

"Yes, and many another man than he has run after me for h�s pleasure,"
cont�nued Fel�tzata �n a tone of rem�n�scence. Th�s led Vologonov to cough,
r�se to h�s feet, lay h�s hand upon the woman's claret-coloured sleeve of
sat�n, and say sternly:

"Do you come �nto my room, for I have bus�ness to transact w�th you."

As she compl�ed she sm�led and w�nked at me. And so the pa�r departed
—he shuffl�ng carefully w�th h�s bandy legs, and she watch�ng her steps as



though at any moment she m�ght collapse on to her left s�de.

Thenceforth, Fel�tzata v�s�ted Vologonov almost da�ly; and once dur�ng
the t�me of two hours or so that the pa�r were occup�ed �n dr�nk�ng tea I
heard, through the part�t�on-wall, the old man say �n v�gorous, level,
d�dact�cal tones:

"These tales and rumours ought not to be d�sm�ssed save w�th caut�on.
At least ought they to be g�ven the benef�t of the doubt. For, though all that
he says may SEEM to us un�ntell�g�ble, there may yet be enshr�ned there�n
a mean�ng, such as—"

"You say a mean�ng?"

"Yes, a mean�ng wh�ch, eventually, w�ll be vouchsafed to you �n a v�s�on.
For example, you may one day see �ssue from a dense forest a man of God,
and hear h�m cry aloud: Fel�tzata, Oh servant of God, Oh s�nner most dark
of soul—"

"What a croak�ng, to be sure!"

"Be s�lent! No nonsense! Do you blame yourself rather than s�ng your
own pra�ses. And �n that v�s�on you may hear the man of God cry:
'Fel�tzata, go you forth and do that wh�ch one who shall meet you may
request you to perform!' And, hav�ng gone forth, you may f�nd the man of
God to be the monk whom we have spoken of."

"A-a-ah!" the woman drawled w�th an a�r of be�ng about to say
someth�ng more.

"Come, fool!"

"You see—"

"Have I, th�s t�me, abused you?"

"No, but—"

"I have an �dea that the man of God w�ll be hold�ng a crook."



"Of course," assented Fel�tzata.

S�m�larly, on another occas�on, d�d I hear Ant�pa mutter conf�dent�ally to
h�s compan�on:

"The fact that all h�s say�ngs are so s�mple �s not a favourable s�gn. For,
you see, they do not harmon�se w�th the affa�r �n �ts ent�rety—�n such a
connect�on words should be myster�ous, and so, able to be �nterpreted �n
more than one way, see�ng that the more mean�ngs words possess, the more
are those words respected and heeded by mank�nd."

"Why so?" quer�ed Fel�tzata.

"Why so?" re-echoed Vologonov �rr�tably. "Are we not, then, to respect
ANYONE or ANYTHING? Only he �s worthy of respect who does not
harm h�s fellows; and of those who do not harm the�r fellows there are but
few. To th�s po�nt you must pay attent�on—you must teach h�m words of
var�able �mport, words more abstract, as well as more sonorous."

"But I know no such words."

"I w�ll repeat to you a few, and every n�ght, when he goes to bed, you
shall repeat them to HIM. For example: 'Adom �spolnen�, poka�tes'[Do ye
people who are f�lled w�th venom repent]. And mark that the exact words of
the Church be adhered to. For �nstance, 'Dushenb�tz�, pozhale�te Boga,
okayann�e,' [Murderers of the soul, accursed ones, repent ye before God.]
must be sa�d rather than 'Dushenb�tz�, pozhale�te Boga, okayann�,' s�nce the
latter, though the shorter form, �s also not the correct one. But perhaps I had
better �nstruct the lad myself."

"Certa�nly that would be the better plan."

So from that t�me onwards Vologonov fell to stopp�ng N�lushka �n the
street, and repeat�ng to h�m someth�ng or another �n h�s k�ndly fash�on.
Once he even took h�m by the hand, and, lead�ng h�m to h�s room, and
g�v�ng h�m someth�ng to cat, sa�d persuas�vely:



"Say th�s after me. 'Do not hasten, Oh ye people.' Try �f you can say
that."

"'A lantern,'" began N�lushka c�v�lly.

"'A lantern?' Yes. Well, go on, and say, 'I am a lantern unto thee—"

"I want to s�ng, �t."

"There �s no need for that, though presently you shall s�ng �t. For the
moment your task �s to learn the correct speak�ng of th�ngs. So say after me
—"

"O Lo-ord, have mercy!" came �n a qu�et, thoughtful chant from the
�d�ot. Whereafter he added �n the coax�ng tone of a ch�ld:

"We shall all of us have to d�e."

"Yes, but come, come!" expostulated Vologonov. "What are you blurt�ng
out NOW? That much I know w�thout your tell�ng me—always have I
known, l�ttle fr�end, that each of us �s hasten�ng towards h�s death. Yet your
want of understand�ng exceeds what should be."

"Dogs run-"

"Dogs? Now, enough, l�ttle fellow."

"Dogs run l�ke ch�ckens. They run here, �n the rav�ne," cont�nued
N�lushka �n the murmur�ng accents of a ch�ld of three.

"Nevertheless," mused Vologonov, "even that seem�ng noth�ng of h�s
may mean someth�ng. Yes, there may l�e �n �t a great deal. Now, say:
'Perd�t�on w�ll ar�se before h�m who shall hasten.'"

"No, I want to SING someth�ng."

W�th a splutter Vologonov sa�d:

"Truly you are a d�ff�cult subject to deal w�th!"



And w�th that he fell to pac�ng the floor w�th long, thoughtful str�des as
the �d�ot's vo�ce cr�ed �n quaver�ng accents:

"O Lo-ord, have me-ercy upon us!"

Thus the w�nsome N�lushka proved �nd�spensable to the foul, mean,
unhealthy l�fe of the suburb. Of that l�fe he coloured and rounded off the
senselessness, the ugl�ness, the superflu�ty. He resembled an apple hang�ng
forgotten on a gnarled old worm-eaten tree, whence all the fru�t and the
leaves have fallen unt�l only the branches wave �n the autumn w�nd. Rather,
he resembled a sole-surv�v�ng p�cture �n the pages of a ragged, so�led old
book wh�ch has ne�ther a beg�nn�ng nor an end�ng, and therefore can no
longer be read, �s no longer worth the read�ng, s�nce now �ts pages conta�n
noth�ng �ntell�g�ble.

And as sm�l�ng h�s grac�ous sm�le, the lad's pathet�c, legendary f�gure
fl�tted past the mouldy buts and cracked fences and r�otous beds of nettles,
there would read�ly recur to the memory, and succeed one another, v�s�ons
of some of the f�ner and more reputable personages of Russ�an lore—there
would f�le before one's mental v�s�on, �n endless sequence, men whose
b�ograph�es �nform us how, �n fear for the�r souls, they left the l�fe of the
world, and, h�e�ng them to the forests and the caves, abandoned mank�nd
for the w�ld th�ngs of nature. And at the same t�me would there recur to
one's memory poems concern�ng the bl�nd and the poor-�n part�cular, the
poem concern�ng Alexe� the Man of God, and all the mult�tude of other fa�r,
but unsubstant�al, forms where�n Russ�a has embod�ed her sad and terr�f�ed
soul, her humble and protest�ng gr�ef. Yet �t was a process to depress one
almost to the po�nt of d�stract�on.

Once, forgett�ng that N�lushka was �mbec�le, I conce�ved an �rrepress�ble
des�re to talk w�th h�m, and to read h�m good poetry, and to tell h�m both of
the world's youthful hopes and of my own personal thoughts.

The occas�on happened on a day when, as I was s�tt�ng on the edge of
the rav�ne, and dangl�ng my legs over the rav�ne's depths, the lad came
float�ng towards me as though on a�r. In h�s hands, w�th the�r f�ngers as
slender as a g�rl's, he was hold�ng a large leaf; and as he gazed at �t the



sm�le of h�s clear blue eyes was, as �t were, pervad�ng h�m from head to
foot.

"Wh�ther, N�lushka?" sa�d I.

W�th a start he ra�sed h�s head and eyes heavenward. Then t�m�dly he
glanced at the blue shadow of the rav�ne, and extended to me h�s leaf, over
the ve�ns of wh�ch there was crawl�ng a ladyb�rd.

"A bukan," he observed.

"It �s so. And wh�ther are you go�ng to take �t?"

"We shall all of us d�e. I was go�ng to take and bury �t."

"But �t �s al�ve; and one does not bury th�ngs before they are dead."

N�lushka closed and opened h�s eyes once or tw�ce.

"I should l�ke to s�ng someth�ng," he remarked.

"Rather, do you SAY someth�ng."

He glanced at the rav�ne aga�n—h�s p�nk nostr�ls qu�ver�ng and d�lat�ng
—then s�ghed as though he was weary, and �n all unconsc�ousness muttered
a foul express�on. As he d�d so I not�ced that on the port�on of h�s neck
below h�s r�ght ear there was a large b�rthmark, and that, covered w�th
golden down l�ke velvet, and resembl�ng �n shape a bee, �t seemed to be
endowed w�th a s�m�l�tude of l�fe, through the fa�nt beat�ng of a ve�n �n �ts
v�c�n�ty.

Presently the ladyb�rd ra�sed her upper w�ngs as though she were
prepar�ng for fl�ght; whereupon N�lushka sought w�th a f�nger to deta�n her,
and, �n so do�ng, let fall the leaf, and enabled the �nsect to detach �tself and
fly away at a low level. Upon that, bend�ng forward w�th arms outstretched,
the �d�ot went softly �n pursu�t, much as though he h�mself were launch�ng
h�s body �nto le�surely fl�ght, but, when ten paces away, stopped, ra�sed h�s
face to heaven, and, w�th arms pendent before h�m, and the palms of h�s



hands turned outwards as though rest�ng on someth�ng wh�ch I could not
see, rema�ned f�xed and mot�onless.

From the rav�ne there were tend�ng upwards towards the sunl�ght some
green spr�gs of w�llow, w�th dull yellow flowers and a clump of grey
wormwood, wh�le the damp cracks wh�ch seamed the clay of the rav�ne
were l�ned w�th round leaves of the "mother-stepmother plant," and round
about us l�ttle b�rds were hover�ng, and from both the bushes and the bed of
the rav�ne there was ascend�ng the mo�st smell of decay. Yet over our heads
the sky was clear, as the sun, now sole occupant of the heavens, decl�ned
slowly �n the d�rect�on of the dark marshes across the r�ver; only above the
roofs of Zh�tna�a Street could there be seen flutter�ng about �n alarm a flock
of snow-wh�te p�geons, wh�le wav�ng below them was the black besom
wh�ch had, as �t were, swept them �nto the a�r, and from afar one could hear
the sound of an angry murmur, the mournful, myster�ous murmur of the
town.

Wh�n�ngly, l�ke an old man, a ch�ld of the suburb was ra�s�ng �ts vo�ce �n
lamentat�on; and as I l�stened to the sound, �t put me �n m�nd of a clerk
read�ng Vespers am�d the desolat�on of an empty church. Presently a brown
dog passed us w�th shaggy head despondently pendent, and eyes as
beaut�ful as those of a drunken woman.

And, to complete the p�cture, there was stand�ng—outl�ned aga�nst the
nearest shanty of the suburb, a shanty wh�ch lay at the extreme edge of the
rav�ne-there was stand�ng, face to the sun, and back to the town, as though
prepar�ng for fl�ght, the stra�ght, slender form of the boy who, wh�le al�en to
all, caressed all w�th the eternally �ncomprehens�ble sm�le of h�s angel-l�ke
eyes. Yes, that golden b�rthmark so l�ke a bee I can see to th�s day!

Two weeks later, on a Sunday at m�d-day, N�lushka passed �nto the other
world. That day, after return�ng home from late Mass, and hand�ng to h�s
mother a couple of wafers wh�ch had been g�ven h�m as a mark of char�ty,
the lad sa�d:

"Mother, please lay out my bed on the chest, for I th�nk that I am go�ng
to l�e down for the last t�me."



Yet the words �n no way surpr�sed Fel�tzata, for he had often before
remarked, before ret�r�ng to rest:

"Some day we shall all of us have to d�e."

At the same t�me, whereas, on prev�ous occas�ons, N�lushka had never
gone to sleep w�thout f�rst of all s�ng�ng to h�mself h�s l�ttle song, and then
chant�ng the eternal, un�versal "Lord, have mercy upon us!" he, on th�s
occas�on, merely folded h�s hands upon h�s breast, closed h�s eyes, and
relapsed �nto slumber.

That day Fel�tzata had d�nner, and then departed on bus�ness of her own;
and when she returned �n the even�ng, she was aston�shed to f�nd that her
son was st�ll asleep. Next, on look�ng closer at h�m, she perce�ved that he
was dead.

"I looked," she related pla�nt�vely to some of the suburban res�dents who
came runn�ng to her cot, "and perce�ved h�s l�ttle feet to be blue; and s�nce �t
was only just before Mass that I had washed h�s hands w�th soap, I
remarked the more read�ly that h�s feet were become less wh�te than h�s
hands. And when I felt one of those hands, I found that �t had st�ffened."

On Fel�tzata's face, as she recounted th�s, there was man�fest a nervous
express�on. L�kew�se, her features were a tr�fle flushed. Yet gleam�ng also
through the tears �n her languorous eyes there was a sense of rel�ef—one
m�ght almost have sa�d a sense of joy.

"Next," cont�nued she, "I looked closer st�ll, and then fell on my knees
before the body, sobb�ng: 'Oh my darl�ng, wh�ther art thou fled? Oh God,
wherefore hast Thou taken h�m from me?'"

Here Fel�tzata �ncl�ned her head upon her left shoulder contracted her
brows over her m�sch�evous eyes, clasped her hands to her breast, and fell
�nto the lament:

Oh, gone �s my dove, my rad�ant moon!
O star of m�ne eyes, thou hast set too soon!
In darksome depths thy l�ght l�es drown'd,



And t�me must yet complete �ts round,
And the trump of the Second Advent sound,
Ere ever my—

"Here, you! Hold your tongue!" grunted Vologonov �rr�tably.

For myself, I had, that day, been walk�ng �n the forest, unt�l, as I
returned, I was brought up short before the w�ndows of Fel�tzata's cot by the
fact that some of the erstwh�le turbulent den�zens of the suburb were
wh�sper�ng softly together as, w�th an absence of all no�se, they took turns
to ra�se themselves on t�ptoe, and, cran�ng the�r necks, to peer �nto one of
the black w�ndow-spaces. Yes, l�ke bees on the step of a h�ve d�d they look,
and on the great major�ty of faces, and �n the great major�ty of eyes, there
was qu�ver�ng an a�r of tense, nervous expectancy.

Only Vologonov was nudg�ng Fel�tzata, and say�ng to her �n a loud,
author�tat�ve tone:

"Very ready are you to weep, but I should l�ke f�rst to hear the exact
c�rcumstances of the lad's death."

Thus �nv�ted, the woman w�ped her eyes w�th the sleeve of her bod�ce,
l�cked her l�ps, heaved a prolonged s�gh, and fell to regard�ng Ant�pa's red,
hardb�tten face w�th the cheerful, unabashed glance of a person who �s
under the �nfluence of l�quor. From under her wh�te head-band there had
fallen over her temples and her r�ght cheek a few w�sps of golden ha�r; and
�ndeed, as she drew herself up, and tossed her head and bosom, and
smoothed out and stretched the creases �n her bod�ce, she looked less than
her years. Everyone now fell to eye�ng her �n an attent�ve s�lence, though
not, �t would seem, w�thout a touch of envy.

Abruptly, sternly, the old man �nqu�red:

"D�d the lad ever compla�n of �ll-health?"

"No, never," Fel�tzata repl�ed. "Never once d�d he speak of �t—never
once."

"And he had not been beaten?"



"Oh, how can you ask me such a th�ng, and espec�ally see�ng that, that
—?"

"I d�d not say beaten by YOU."

"Well, I cannot answer for anyone else, but at least had he no mark on
h�s body, see�ng that when I l�fted the smock I could f�nd noth�ng save for
scratches on legs and back."

Her tone now had �n �t a new r�ng, a r�ng of �ncreased assurance, and
when she had f�n�shed she closed her br�ght eyes langu�dly before heav�ng a
soft, as �t were, voluptuous, and, w�thal, very aud�ble s�gh.

Someone here murmured:

"She DID use to beat h�m."

"What?"

"At all events she used to lose her temper w�th h�m."

Th�s led to the putt�ng of a further dozen or so of lead�ng quest�ons;
whereafter Ant�pa, for a wh�le, preserved a suggest�ve s�lence, and the
crowd too rema�ned s�lent, as though �t had suddenly been lulled to slumber.
Only at long last, and w�th a clear�ng of h�s throat, d�d Ant�pa say:

"Fr�ends, we must suppose that God, of H�s �nf�n�te Mercy, has
vouchsafed to us here a spec�al v�s�tat�on, �n that, as all of us have
perce�ved, a lad bereft of w�t, the same rad�ant lad whom all of us have
known, has here ab�ded �n the closest of commun�on w�th the Blessed
D�spenser of l�fe on earth."

Then I moved away, for upon my heart there was press�ng a burden of
unendurable sorrow, and I was yearn�ng, oh, so terr�bly, to see N�lushka
once more.

The back port�on of Fel�tzata's cot stood a l�ttle sunken �nto the ground,
so that the front port�on had �ts cold w�ndow panes and ra�sed sash t�lted a
tr�fle towards the remote heavens. I bent my head, and entered by the open



door. Near the threshold N�lushka was ly�ng on a narrow chest aga�nst the
wall. The folds of a dark-red p�llow of fust�an under the head set off to
perfect�on the pale blue t�nt of h�s round, �nnocent face under �ts corona of
golden curls; and though the eyes were closed, and the l�ps pressed t�ghtly
together, he st�ll seemed to be sm�l�ng �n h�s old qu�et, but joyous, way. In
general, the tall, th�n f�gure on the mattress of dark felt, w�th �ts bare legs,
and �ts slender hands and wr�sts folded across the breast, rem�nded me less
of an angel than of a certa�n �mage of the Holy Ch�ld w�th wh�ch a
blackened old �kon had rendered me fam�l�ar from my boyhood upwards.

Everyth�ng am�d the purple gloom was st�ll. Even the fl�es were
forbear�ng to buzz. Only from the street was there grat�ng through the
shaded w�ndow the strong, rogu�sh vo�ce of Fel�tzata as �t traced the
strange, lugubr�ous word-pattern:

W�th my bosom pressed to the warm, grey earth,
To thee, grey earth, to thee, Oh my mother of old,
I beseech thee, I who am a mother l�ke thee,
And a mother �n pa�n, to enfold �n thy arms
Th�s my son, th�s my dead son, th�s my ruby,
Th�s my drop of my heart's blood, th�s my—

Suddenly I caught s�ght of Ant�pa stand�ng �n the doorway. He was
w�p�ng h�s eyes w�th the back of h�s hand. Presently �n a gruff and unsteady
vo�ce he sa�d:

"It �s all very f�ne for you to weep, good woman, but the present �s not
the r�ght moment to s�ng such verses as those—they were meant, rather, to
be sung �n a graveyard at the s�de of a tomb. Well, tell me everyth�ng
w�thout reserve. Important �s �t that I should know EVERYTHING."

Whereafter, hav�ng crossed h�mself w�th a falter�ng hand, he carefully
scrut�n�sed the corpse, and at last let h�s eyes halt upon the lad's sweet
features. Then he muttered sadly:

"How extraord�nar�ly he has grown! Yes, death has �ndeed enlarged h�m!
Ah, well, so be �t! Soon I too shall have to be stretch�ng myself out. Oh that
�t were now!"



Then w�th caut�ous movements of h�s deformed f�ngers he stra�ghtened
the folds of the lad's smock, and drew �t over the legs. Whereafter he
pressed h�s flushed l�ps to the hem of the garment.

Sa�d I to h�m at that moment:

"What �s �t that you have been want�ng of h�m? Why �s �t that you have
been try�ng to teach h�m strange words?"

Stra�ghten�ng h�mself, and glanc�ng at me w�th d�m eyes, Ant�pa
repeated:

"What �s �t that I have been want�ng of h�m?" To the repet�t�on he added
w�th man�fest s�ncer�ty, though also w�th a self-deprec�atory movement of
the head:

"To tell the truth, I scarcely know WHAT �t �s that I have been want�ng
of h�m. By God I do not. Yet, as one speak�ng the truth �n the presence of
death, I say that never dur�ng my long l�fet�me had I so des�red aught else....
Yes, I have wa�ted and wa�ted for fortune to reveal �t to me; and ever has
fortune rema�ned mute and tongueless. Fool�sh was �t of me to have
expected otherw�se, to have expected, for �nstance, that some day there
m�ght occur someth�ng marvellous, someth�ng unlooked-for."

W�th a short laugh, he �nd�cated the corpse w�th h�s eyes, and cont�nued
more f�rmly:

"Yes, bootless was �t to have expected anyth�ng from such a source as
that. Never, desp�te one's w�shes, was anyth�ng poss�ble of acqu�s�t�on
thence... Th�s �s usually the case. Fel�tzata, as a clever woman �ndeed (albe�t
one cold of heart), was for hav�ng her son accounted a God's fool, and
thereby ga�n�ng some prov�s�on aga�nst her old age."

"But you yourself were the person who suggested that? You yourself
w�shed �t?"

"I?"



Presently, thrust�ng h�s hands up h�s sleeves, he added dully and
brokenly:

"Yes, I DID w�sh �t. Why not, �ndeed, see�ng that at least �t would have
brought comfort to the poor people of th�s place? Somet�mes I feel very
sorry for them w�th the�r b�tter, troublous l�ves—l�ves wh�ch may be the
l�ves of rogues and v�lla�ns, yet are l�ves wh�ch have produced amongst us a
pravedn�k," [A "just person," a human be�ng w�thout s�n].

All the even�ng sky was now aflame. Upon the ear there fell the
mournful lament:

When snow has ve�led the earth �n wh�te, The snowy pla�n the w�ld
wolves tread. They wa�l for the cheer�ng warmth of spr�ng As I bewa�l the
ba�rn that's dead.

Vologonov l�stened for a moment. Then he sa�d f�rmly:

"These are mere accesses of �mpulse wh�ch come upon her. And that �s
only what m�ght be expected. Even as �n song or �n v�ce there �s no hold�ng
her, so remorse, when �t has fastened upon such a woman's heart, w�ll know
no bounds. I may tell you that on one occas�on two young merchants took
her, str�pped her stark naked, and drove her �n the�r carr�age down Zh�tna�a
Street, w�th themselves s�tt�ng on the seats of the veh�cle, and Fel�tzata
stand�ng upr�ght between them—yes, �n a state of nud�ty! Thereafter they
beat her almost to death."

As I stepped out �nto the dark, narrow vest�bule, Ant�pa, who was
follow�ng me, muttered:

"Such a lament as hers could come only of genu�ne gr�ef."

We found Fel�tzata �n front of the hut, w�th her back cover�ng the
w�ndow. There, w�th hands pressed to her bosom, and her sk�rt all awry, she
was stra�n�ng her d�shevelled head towards the heavens, wh�le the even�ng
breeze, st�rr�ng her f�ne auburn ha�r, scattered �t prom�scuously over her
flushed, sharply-def�ned features and w�ldly protrud�ng eyes. A b�zarre,



p�t�able, and extraord�nary f�gure d�d she cut as she wa�led �n a throaty
vo�ce wh�ch constantly gathered strength:

Oh w�nds of �ce, w�nds cruel and rude, Press on my heart t�ll �ts
throbb�ngs fa�l! Arrest the current of my blood! Turn these hot melt�ng tears
to ha�l!

Before her there was posted a knot of women, compass�onate
contemplators of the s�nger's d�stracted, gr�ef-wrought features. Through the
rav�ne's dark open�ng I could see the sun s�nk�ng below the suburb before
plung�ng �nto the marshy forest and hav�ng h�s d�sk p�erced by sharp, black
t�ps of p�ne trees. Already everyth�ng around h�m was red. Already,
seem�ngly, he had been wounded, and was bleed�ng to death.

THE CEMETERY

In a town of the steppes where I found l�fe exceed�ngly dull, the best and
the br�ghtest spot was the cemetery. Often d�d I use to walk there, and once
�t happened that I fell asleep on some th�ck, r�ch, sweet-smell�ng grass �n a
cradle-l�ke hollow between two tombs.

From that sleep I was awakened w�th the sound of blows be�ng struck
aga�nst the ground near my head. The concuss�on of them jarred me not a
l�ttle, as the earth qu�vered and t�nkled l�ke a bell. Ra�s�ng myself to a
s�tt�ng posture, I found sleep st�ll so heavy upon me that at f�rst my eyes
rema�ned bl�nded w�th unfathomable darkness, and could not d�scern what
the matter was. The only th�ng that I could see am�d the golden glare of the
June sunl�ght was a waver�ng blur wh�ch at �ntervals seemed to adhere to a
grey cross, and to make �t g�ve forth a success�on of soft creaks.

Presently, however—aga�nst my w�sh, �ndeed—that waver�ng blur
resolved �tself �nto a l�ttle, elderly man. Sharp-featured, w�th a th�ck, s�lvery
tuft of ha�r beneath h�s under l�p, and a bushy wh�te moustache curled �n



m�l�tary fash�on, on h�s upper, he was us�ng the cross as a means of support
as, w�th h�s d�sengaged hand outstretched, and saw�ng the a�r, he dug h�s
foot repeatedly �nto the ground, and, as he d�d so, bestowed upon me sundry
dry, covert glances from the depths of a pa�r of dark eyes.

"What have you got there?" I �nqu�red.

"A snake," he repl�ed �n an educated bass vo�ce, and w�th a rugged
foref�nger he po�nted downwards; whereupon I perce�ved that wr�ggl�ng on
the path at h�s feet and convuls�vely wh�sk�ng �ts ta�l, there was an ech�dna.

"Oh, �t �s only a grassworm," I sa�d vexedly.

The old man pushed away the dull, �r�descent, rope-l�ke th�ng w�th the
toe of h�s boot, ra�sed a straw hat �n salute, and strode f�rmly onwards.

"I thank you," I called out; whereupon, he repl�ed w�thout look�ng
beh�nd h�m:

"If the th�ng really WAS a grassworm, of course there was no danger."

Then he d�sappeared among the tombstones.

Look�ng at the sky, I perce�ved the t�me to be about f�ve o'clock.

The steppe w�nd was s�gh�ng over the tombs, and caus�ng long stems of
grass to rock to and fro, and fre�ght�ng the heated a�r w�th the s�lken rustl�ng
of b�rches and l�mes and other trees, and lead�ng one to detect am�d the
humm�ng of summer a note of qu�et gr�ef em�nently calculated to evoke
lofty, d�rect thoughts concern�ng l�fe and one's fellow-men.

Ve�l�ng w�th greenery, grey and wh�te tombstones worn w�th the snows
of w�nter, crosses streaked w�th marks of ra�n, and the wall w�th wh�ch the
graveyard was enc�rcled, the rank vegetat�on served to also conceal the
prop�nqu�ty of a slovenly, clamorous town wh�ch lay coated w�th r�ch, sooty
gr�me am�d an atmosphere of dust and smells.

As I set off for a ramble among the tombs and tangled grass, I could
d�scern through open�ngs �n the curta�n of verdure a belfry's g�lded cross



wh�ch reared �tself solemnly over crosses and memor�als. At the foot of
those memor�als the sacramental vestment of the cemetery was studded
w�th a kale�doscop�c sheen of flowers over wh�ch bees and wasps were so
hover�ng and humm�ng that the grass's sad, prayerful murmur seemed
charged w�th a song of l�fe wh�ch yet d�d not h�nder reflect�ons on death.
Flutter�ng above me on no�seless w�ng were b�rds the fl�ght of wh�ch
somet�mes made me start, and stand wonder�ng whether the object before
my gaze was really a b�rd or not: and everywhere the sh�mmer of g�lded
sunl�ght was sett�ng the close-packed graveyard �n a qu�ver wh�ch made the
mounds of �ts tombs rem�n�scent of a sea when, after a storm, the w�nd has
fallen, and all the green level �s an expanse of smooth, foamless b�llows.

Beyond the wall of the cemetery the blue vo�d of the f�rmament was
p�erced w�th smoky ch�mneys of o�l-m�lls and soap factor�es, the roofs of
wh�ch showed up l�ke part�coloured sta�ns aga�nst the darker rags and tatters
of other bu�ld�ngs; wh�le bl�nk�ng �n the sunl�ght I could d�scern clatter-
em�tt�ng, w�ndows wh�ch looked to me l�ke watchful eyes. Only on the
nearer s�de of the wall was a sparse str�p of turf dotted over w�th ragged,
w�thered, tremulous stems, and beyond th�s, aga�n, lay the s�te of a burnt
bu�ld�ng wh�ch const�tuted a black patch of earth-heaps, broken stoves, dull
grey ashes, and coal dust. To heaven gaped the black, no�some mouths of
burn�ng-p�ts where�n the more econom�cal c�t�zens were accustomed
n�ghtly to get r�d of the contents of the�r dustb�ns. Among the tall stems of
steppe grass waved large, glossy leaves of ergot; �n the sunl�ght spl�nters of
broken glass sparkled as though they were laugh�ng; and, from two spots �n
the dark brown plot wh�ch formed a sem�c�rcle around the cemetery, there
projected, l�ke teeth, two bu�ld�ngs the new yellow pa�nt of wh�ch
nevertheless made them look mean and petty am�d the tangle of rubb�sh,
p�gweed, groundsel, and dock.

Indolently roam�ng h�ther and th�ther, a few speckled hens resembled
female pedlars, and some pompous red cockerels a troupe of f�remen; �n the
or�f�ces of the burn�ng-p�ts a number of mournful-eyed, homeless dogs were
ly�ng sheltered; among the shoots of the steppe scrub some lean cats were
stalk�ng sparrows; and a band of ch�ldren who were play�ng h�de-and-seek
among the or�f�ces above-ment�oned presented, a p�t�ful s�ght as they went



sk�pp�ng over the f�lthy earth, d�sappear�ng �n the crev�ces among the p�les
of heaped-up d�rt.

Beyond the s�te of the burnt-out bu�ld�ng there stretched a ser�es of
mean, close-packed huts wh�ch, crammed exclus�vely w�th needy folk,
stood star�ng, w�th the�r d�m, humble eyes of w�ndows, at the crumbl�ng
br�cks of the cemetery wall, and the dense mass of trees wh�ch that wall
enclosed. Here, �n one such hut, had I myself a lodg�ng �n a d�m�nut�ve
att�c, wh�ch not only smelt of lamp-o�l, but stood �n a pos�t�on to have
wafted to �t the least gasp or ejaculat�on on the part of my landlord, Irakle�
V�rubov, a clerk �n the local treasury. In short, I could never glance out of
the w�ndow at the cemetery on the other s�de of the str�p of dead, burnt,
polluted earth w�thout reflect�ng that, by compar�son, that cemetery was a
place of sheer beauty, a place of ceaseless attract�on.

And ever, that day, as though he had been follow�ng me, could there be
s�ghted among the tombs the dark f�gure of the old man who had so
abruptly awakened me from slumber; and s�nce h�s straw hat reflected the
sunl�ght as br�ll�antly as the d�sk of a sunflower as �t meandered h�ther and
th�ther, I, �n my turn, found myself follow�ng h�m, though th�nk�ng, all the
wh�le, of Irakle� V�rubov. Only a week was �t s�nce Irakle�'s w�fe, a th�n,
shrew�sh, long-nosed woman w�th green and catl�ke eyes, had set forth on a
p�lgr�mage to K�ev, and Irakle� had hastened to �mport �nto the hut a stout,
squ�nt-eyed damsel whom he had �ntroduced to me as h�s "n�ece by
marr�age."

"She was bapt�sed Evdok�a," he had sa�d on the occas�on referred to.
"Usually, however, I call her D�kanka. Pray be fr�endly w�th her, but
remember, also, that she �s not a person w�th whom to take l�bert�es."

Large, round-shouldered, and clean-shaven l�ke a chef, V�rubov was for
ever h�tch�ng up breeches wh�ch had sl�pped from a stomach ru�ned w�th
surfe�ts of watermelon. And always were h�s fat l�ps parted as though
ath�rst, and perpetually had he �n h�s colourless eyes an express�on of
�nsat�able hunger.

One even�ng I overheard a d�alogue to the follow�ng effect.



"D�kanka, pray come and scratch my back. Yes, between the shoulder-
blades. O-o-oh, that �s �t. My word, how strong you are!"

Whereat D�kanka had laughed shr�lly. And only when I had moved my
cha�r, and thrown down my book, had the laughter and unctuous wh�sper�ng
d�ed away, and g�ven place to a wh�sper of:

"Holy Father N�cholas, pray for us unto God! Is the supper kvas ready,
D�kanka?"

And softly the pa�r had departed to the k�tchen—there to grunt and
squeal once more l�ke a couple of p�gs....

The old man w�th the grey moustache stepped over the turf w�th the
elast�c str�de of youth, unt�l at length he halted before a large monument �n
drab gran�te, and stood read�ng the �nscr�pt�on thereon. Featured not
altogether �n accordance w�th the Russ�an type, he had on a dark-blue
jacket, a turned-down collar, and a black stock f�n�shed off w�th a large bow
—the latter contrast�ng agreeably w�th the th�ck, s�lvery, as �t were molten,
ch�n-tuft. Also, from the centre of a f�erce moustache there projected a long
and gr�stly nose, wh�le over the grey sk�n of h�s cheeks there ran a network
of small red ve�ns. In the act of ra�s�ng h�s hand to h�s hat (presumably for
the purpose of salut�ng the dead), he, after conn�ng the dark letters of the
�nscr�pt�on on the tomb, turned a s�delong eye upon myself; and s�nce I
found the fact embarrass�ng, I frowned, and passed onward, full, st�ll, of
thoughts of the street where I was res�d�ng and where I des�red to fathom
the mean ex�stence eked out by V�rubov and h�s "n�ece."

As usual, the tombs were also be�ng patrolled by P�mesha, otherw�se
P�men Krozootov, a b�bulous, broken-down ex-merchant who used to spend
h�s t�me �n stumbl�ng and fall�ng about the graves �n search of the supposed
rest�ng-place of h�s w�fe. Bent of body, P�mesha had a small, b�rd-l�ke face
over-grown w�th grey down, the eyes of a s�ck rabb�t, and, �n general, the
appearance of hav�ng undergone a chew�ng by a set of sharp teeth. For the
past three years he had thus been roam�ng the cemetery, though h�s legs
were too weak to support h�s unders�zed, shattered body; and whenever he
caught h�s foot he fell, and for long could not r�se, but lay gasp�ng and
fumbl�ng among the grass, and root�ng �t up, and sn�ff�ng w�th a nose as



sharp and red as though the sk�n had been flayed from �t. True, h�s w�fe had
been bur�ed at Novotchevkassk, a thousand versts away, but P�men refused
to cred�t the fact, and always, on be�ng told �t, stuttered w�th much bl�nk�ng
of h�s wet, faded eyes: "Natasha? Natasha �s here."

Also, there used to v�s�t the spot, well-n�gh da�ly, a Madame
Chr�stoforov, a tall old lady who, wear�ng black spectacles and a pla�n grey,
shroudl�ke dress that was tr�mmed w�th black velvet, never fa�led to have a
st�ck between her abnormally long f�ngers. W�zened of face, w�th cheeks
hang�ng down l�ke bags, and a knot of grey, rather, grey-green, ha�r combed
over her temples from under a lace scarf, and almost conceal�ng her ears,
th�s lady pursued her way w�th del�berat�on, and ent�re assurance, and
y�elded the path to no one whom she m�ght encounter. I have an �dea that
there lay bur�ed there a son who had been k�lled �n a ro�sterers' brawl.

Another hab�tual v�s�tor was th�n-legged, short-s�ghted Aul�c Counc�llor
Praotzev, ex-schoolmaster. W�th a book stuffed �nto the pocket of h�s
canvas pea-jacket, a wh�te umbrella grasped �n h�s red hand, and a sm�le
extend�ng to ears as sharp and po�nted as a rabb�t's, he could, any Sunday
after d�nner, be seen sk�pp�ng from tomb to tomb, w�th h�s umbrella
brand�shed l�ke a wh�te flag sol�c�t�ng terms of peace w�th death.

And, on return�ng home before the bell rang for Vespers, he would f�nd
that a crowd of boys had collected outs�de h�s garden wall; whereupon,
danc�ng about h�m l�ke pupp�es around a stork, they would fall to shout�ng
�n var�ous merry keys:

"The Counc�llor, the Counc�llor! Who was �t that fell �n love w�th
Madame Sukh�n�kh, and then fell �nto the pond?"

Los�ng h�s temper, and open�ng a great mouth, unt�l he looked l�ke an
old rook wh�ch �s about to caw, the Counc�llor would stamp h�s foot several
t�mes, as though prepar�ng to dance to the boys' shout�ng, and lower h�s
head, grasp h�s umbrella l�ke a bayonet, and charge at the lads w�th a
pant�ng shout of:

"I'll tell your fathers! Oh, I'll tell your mothers!"



As for the Madame Sukh�n�kh, referred to, she was an old beggar-
woman who, the year round, and �n all weathers, sat on a l�ttle bench bes�de
the cemetery w�cket, and stuck to �t l�ke a stone. Her large face, a face
rendered br�ckl�ke by years of �nebr�ety, was covered w�th dark blotches
born of frostb�te, alcohol�c �nflammat�on, sunburn, and exposure to w�nd,
and her eyes were perpetually �n a state of suppurat�on. Never d�d anyone
pass her but she proffered a wooden cup �n a suppl�ant hand, and cr�ed
hoarsely, rather as though she were curs�ng the person concerned:

"G�ve someth�ng for Chr�st's sake! G�ve �n memory of your k�nsfolk
there!"

Once an unexpected storm blew �n from the steppes, and brought a
downpour wh�ch, overtak�ng the old woman on her way home, caused her,
her s�ght be�ng poor, to fall �nto a pond, whence Praotzev attempted to
rescue her, and �nto wh�ch, �n the end, he sl�pped h�mself. From that day
onwards he was tw�tted on the subject by the boys of the town.

Other frequenters of the cemetery I see before me—dark, s�lent f�gures,
f�gures of persons whom st�ll unsevered cords of memory seemed to have
bound to the place for the rest of the�r l�ves, and compelled to wander, l�ke
unbur�ed corpses, �n quest of su�table tombs. Yes, they were persons whom
l�fe had rejected, and death, as yet, refused to accept.

Also, at t�mes there would emerge from the long grass a homeless dog
w�th large, sullen eyes, eyes startl�ng at once �n the�r �ntell�gence and �n
the�r absolute Ishmael�t�sm—unt�l one almost expected to hear �ssue from
the an�mal's mouth reproaches couched �n human language.

And somet�mes the dog would st�ll rema�n halted �n the cemetery as,
w�th ta�l lowered, �t swayed �ts shelterless, shaggy head to and fro w�th an
a�r of profound reflect�on, wh�le occas�onally vent�ng a subdued, long-
drawn yelp or howl.

Aga�n, among the dense old l�me trees, there would be scurry�ng an
unseen mob of starl�ngs and jackdaws whose young would, meanwh�le,
ma�nta�n a soft, hungry p�p�ng, a sort of gently persuas�ve, ch�rrup�ng
chorus; unt�l �n autumn, when the w�nd had str�pped bare the boughs, these



b�rds' black nests would come to look l�ke mouldy, rag-swathed heads of
human be�ngs wh�ch someone had torn from the�r bod�es and flung �nto the
trees, to hang for ever around the wh�te, sugarloaf-shaped church of the
martyred St. Barbara. Dur�ng that autumn season, �ndeed, everyth�ng �n the
cemetery's v�c�n�ty looked sad and tarn�shed, and the w�nd would wa�l
about the place, and s�gh l�ke a lover who has been dr�ven mad through
bereavement....

Suddenly the old man halted before me on the path, and, sternly
extend�ng a hand towards a wh�te stone monument near us, read aloud:

"'Under th�s cross there l�es bur�ed the body of the respected c�t�zen and
servant of God, D�om�d Petrov�tch Ussov,'" etc., etc.

Whereafter the old man replaced h�s hat, thrust h�s hands �nto the
pockets of h�s pea-jacket, measured me w�th eyes dark �n colour, but
except�onally clear for h�s t�me of l�fe, and sa�d:

"It would seem that folk could f�nd noth�ng to say of th�s man beyond
that he was a 'servant of God.' Now, how can a servant be worthy of honour
at the hand of 'c�t�zens'?"

"Poss�bly he was an ascet�c," was my hazarded conjecture; whereupon
the old man rejo�ned w�th a stamp of h�s foot:

"Then �n such case one ought to wr�te—"

"To wr�te what?"

"To wr�te EVERYTHING, �n fullest poss�ble deta�l."

And w�th the long, f�rm str�de of a sold�er my �nterlocutor passed
onwards towards a more remote port�on of the cemetery—myself walk�ng,
th�s t�me, bes�de h�m. H�s stature placed h�s head on a level w�th my
shoulder only, and caused h�s straw hat to conceal h�s features. Hence, s�nce
I w�shed to look at h�m as he d�scoursed, I found myself forced to walk w�th
head bent, as though I had been escort�ng a woman.



"No, that �s not the way to do �t," presently he cont�nued �n the soft, c�v�l
vo�ce of one who has a compla�nt to present. "Any such proceed�ng �s
merely a mark of barbar�sm—of a complete lack of observat�on of men and
l�fe."

W�th a hand taken from one of h�s pockets, he traced a large c�rcle �n the
a�r.

"Do you know the mean�ng of that?" he �nqu�red.

"Its mean�ng �s death," was my d�ff�dent reply, made w�th a shrug of the
shoulders.

A shake of h�s head d�sclosed to me a keen, agreeable, f�nely cut face as
he pronounced the follow�ng Slavon�c words:

"'Smertu smert vsekonechn�e pogublena bw�st.'" [Death hath been for
ever overthrown by death."]

"Do you know that passage?" he added presently.

Yet �t was �n s�lence that we walked the next ten paces—he thread�ng h�s
way along the rough, grassy path at cons�derable speed. Suddenly he halted,
ra�sed h�s hat from h�s head, and proffered me a hand.

"Young man," he sa�d, "let us make one another's better acqua�ntance. I
am L�eutenant Savva Yaloylev Khorvat, formerly of the State Remount
Establ�shment, subsequently of the Department of Imper�al Lands. I am a
man who, after never hav�ng been found off�c�ally rem�ss, am l�v�ng �n
honourable ret�rement—a man at once a householder, a w�dower, and a
person of hasty temper."

Then, after a pause, he added:

"V�ce-Governor Khorvat of Tambov �s my brother—a younger brother;
he be�ng f�fty-f�ve, and I s�xty-one, s�-�-�xty one."

H�s speech was rap�d, but as prec�se as though no m�stake was
perm�ss�ble �n �ts del�very.



"Also," he cont�nued, "as a man cogn�sant of every poss�ble spec�es of
cemetery, I am much d�ssat�sf�ed w�th th�s one. In fact, never sat�sf�ed w�th
such places am I."

Here he brand�shed h�s f�st �n the a�r, and descr�bed a large arc over the
crosses.

"Let us s�t down," he sa�d, "and I w�ll expla�n th�ngs."

So, after that we had seated ourselves on a bench bes�de a wh�te oratory,
and L�eutenant Khorvat had taken off h�s hat, and w�th a blue handkerch�ef
w�ped h�s forehead and the th�ck s�lvery ha�r wh�ch br�stled from the knobs
of h�s scalp, he cont�nued:

"Mark you well the word kladb�stche." [The word, though customar�ly
used for cemetery, means, pr�mar�ly, a treasure-house.] Here he nudged me
w�th h�s elbow—cont�nu�ng, thereafter, more softly: "In a kladb�s�che one
m�ght reasonably look for klad�, for treasures of �ntellect and
enl�ghtenment. Yet what do we f�nd? Only that wh�ch �s offens�ve and
�nsult�ng. All of us does �t �nsult, for thereby �s an �nsult pa�d to all who, �n
l�fe, are bear�ng st�ll the�r 'cross and burden.' You too w�ll, one day, be
�nsulted by the system, even as shall I. Do you understand? I repeat, 'the�r
cross and burden'—the sense of the words be�ng that, l�fe be�ng hard and
d�ff�cult, we ought to honour none but those who STILL are bear�ng the�r
tr�als, or bear�ng tr�als for you and me. Now, THESE folk here have ceased
to possess consc�ousness."

Each t�me that the old man waved h�s hat �n h�s exc�tement, �ts small
shadow, b�rd-l�ke, flew along the narrow path, and over the cross, and,
f�nally, d�sappeared �n the d�rect�on of the town.

Next, d�stend�ng h�s ruddy cheeks, tw�tch�ng h�s moustache, and
regard�ng me covertly out of boyl�ke eyes, the L�eutenant resumed:

"Probably you are th�nk�ng, 'The man w�th whom I have to deal �s old
and half-w�tted.' But no, young fellow; that �s not so, for long before YOUR
t�me had I taken the measure of l�fe. Regard these memor�als. ARE they
memor�als? For what do they commemorate as concerns you and myself?



They commemorate, �n that respect, noth�ng. No, they are not memor�als;
they are merely passports or test�mon�als conferred upon �tself by human
stup�d�ty. Under a g�ven cross there may l�e a Mar�a, and under another one
a Dar�a, or an Alexe�, or an Evse�, or someone else—all 'servants of God,'
but not otherw�se part�cular�sed. An outrage th�s, s�r! For �n th�s place folk
who have l�ved the�r d�ff�cult port�on of l�fe on earth are seen robbed of that
record of the�r ex�stences, wh�ch ought to have been preserved for your and
my �nstruct�on. Yes, A DESCRIPTION OF THE LIFE LIVED BY A MAN
�s what matters. A tomb m�ght then become even more �nterest�ng than a
novel. Do you follow me?"

"Not altogether," I rejo�ned.

He heaved a very aud�ble s�gh.

"It should be easy enough," was h�s remark. "To beg�n w�th, I am NOT a
'servant of God.' Rather, I am a man �ntell�gently, of set purpose, keep�ng
God's holy commandments so far as l�es w�th�n my power. And no one, not
even God, has any r�ght to demand of me more than I can g�ve. That �s so,
�s �t not?"

I nodded.

"There!" the L�eutenant cr�ed br�skly as, cock�ng h�s hat, he assumed a
st�ll more truculent a�r. Then, spread�ng out h�s hands, he growled �n h�s
flex�ble bass:

"What �s th�s cemetery? It �s merely a place of show."

At th�s moment, for some reason or another, there occurred to me an
�nc�dent wh�ch �nvolved the f�gure of Irakle� V�rubov, the f�gure wh�ch had
carpet sl�ppers on �ts ponderous feet, th�ck l�ps, a greedy mouth, dece�tful
eyes, and a frame so huge and cavernous that the dapper l�ttle L�eutenant
could have stepped �nto �t complete.

The day had been a Sunday, and the hour event�de. On the burnt plot of
ground some broken glass had been em�tt�ng a redd�sh gleam, shoots of
ergot had been d�ffus�ng the�r gloss, ch�ldren shout�ng at play, dogs trott�ng



backwards and forwards, and all th�ngs, seem�ngly, far�ng well, sunken �n
the st�llness of the port�on of the town adjo�n�ng the roll�ng, vacant steppe,
w�th, above them, only the sky's level, dull-blue canopy, and around them,
only the cemetery, l�ke an �sland am�dst a sea.

W�th V�rubov, I had been s�tt�ng on a bench near the w�cket-gate of h�s
hut, as �nterm�ttently he had screwed h�s lecherous eyes �n the d�rect�on of
the stout, ox-eyed lacemaker, Madame Ezhov, who, after d�spos�ng of her
form on a bank hard-by, had fallen to p�ck�ng l�ce out of the curls of her
e�ght-year-old Petka Koshkodav. Presently, as sw�ftly she had rummaged
the boy's ha�r w�th f�ngers grown used to such rap�d movement, she had
sa�d to her husband (a dealer �n second-hand art�cles), who had been seated
w�th�n doors, and therefore rendered �nv�s�ble—she had sa�d w�th o�ly
der�s�on:

"Oh, yes, you bald-headed old dev�l, you! Of course you got your pr�ce.
Ye-es. Then, fool, you ought to have had a sl�pper smacked across that
Kalmuck snout of yours. Talk of my pr�ce, �ndeed!"

Upon th�s V�rubov had remarked w�th a s�gh, and �n slugg�sh,
sentent�ous tones:

"To grant the serfs emanc�pat�on was a sheer m�stake. I am a humble
enough servant of my country, yet I can see the truth of what I have stated,
s�nce �t follows as a matter of course. What ought to have been done �s that
all the estates of the landowners should have been conveyed to the Tsar.
Beyond a doubt that �s so. Then both the peasantry and the townsfolk, the
whole people, �n short, would have had but a s�ngle landlord. For never can
the people l�ve properly so long as �t �s �gnorant of the po�nt where �t stands;
and s�nce �t loves author�ty, �t loves to have over �t an autocrat�c force, for
�ts control. Always can �t be seen seek�ng such a force."

Then, bend�ng forward, and �nfus�ng �nto each softly uttered word a
perfect lusc�ousness of fals�ty, V�rubov had added to h�s ne�ghbour:

"Take, for example, the work�ng-woman who stands free of every t�e."



"How do I stand free of anyth�ng?" the ne�ghbour had retorted, �n
complete read�ness for a quarrel.

"Oh, I am not speak�ng �n your desp�te, Pavlushka, but to your cred�t,"
hast�ly V�rubov had protested.

"Then keep your bland�shments for that he�fer, your 'n�ece,'" had been
Madame Ezhov's response.

Upon th�s V�rubov had r�sen heav�ly, and remarked as he moved away
towards the courtyard:

"All folk need to be superv�sed by an autocrat�c eye."

Thereafter had followed a bout of cho�ce abuse between h�s ne�ghbour
and h�s "n�ece," wh�le V�rubov h�mself, framed �n the w�cket-gate, and
l�sten�ng to the contest, had smacked h�s l�ps as he gazed at the pa�r, and
part�cularly at Madame Ezhov. At the beg�nn�ng of the bout D�kanka had
screeched:

"It �s my op�n�on, �t �s my op�n�on, that—"

"Don't treat me to any of YOUR slop!" the long-fanged Pavla had
�nterrupted for the benef�t of the street �n general. And thus had the affa�r
cont�nued....

L�eutenant Khorvat blew the fag-end of h�s c�garette from h�s
mouthp�ece, glanced at me, and sa�d w�th seem�ngly, a not over-c�v�l, tw�tch
of h�s bushy moustache:

"Of what are you th�nk�ng, �f I m�ght �nqu�re?"

"I am try�ng to understand you."

"You ought not to f�nd that d�ff�cult," was h�s rejo�nder as aga�n he
doffed h�s hat, and fanned h�s face w�th �t. "The whole th�ng may be
summed up �n two words. It �s that we lack respect both for ourselves and
for our fellow men. Do you follow me NOW?"



H�s eyes had grown once more young and clear, and, se�z�ng my hand �n
h�s strong and agreeably warm f�ngers, he cont�nued:

"Why so? For the very s�mple reason that I cannot respect myself when I
can learn noth�ng, s�mply noth�ng, about my fellows."

Mov�ng nearer to me, he added �n a myster�ous undertone:

"In th�s Russ�a of ours none of us really knows why he has come �nto
ex�stence. True, each of us knows that he was born, and that he �s al�ve, and
that one day he w�ll d�e; but wh�ch of us knows the reason why all that �s
so?"

Through renewed exc�tement, �ts colour had come back to the
L�eutenant's face, and h�s gestures became so rap�d as to cause the r�ng on
h�s f�nger to flash through the a�r l�ke the l�nk of a cha�n. Also, I was able to
detect the fact that on the small, neat wr�st under h�s left cuff, there was a
bracelet f�n�shed w�th a medall�on.

"All th�s, my good s�r, �s because (part�ally through the fact that men
forget the po�nt, and part�ally through the fact that that po�nt fa�ls to be
understood ar�ght) the WORK done by a man �s concealed from our
knowledge. For my own part, I have an �dea, a scheme—yes, a scheme—�n
two words, a, a—"

"N-n-o-u, n-n-o-u!" the bell of the monastery tolled over the tombs �n
langu�d, ch�lly accents.

"—a scheme that every town and every v�llage, �n fact, every un�t of
homogeneous populat�on, should keep a record of the part�cular un�t's
affa�rs, a, so to speak, 'book of l�fe.' Th�s 'book of l�fe' should be more than
a l�st of the results of the un�t's labour; �t should also be a l�v�ng narrat�ve of
the workaday act�v�t�es accompl�shed by each member of the un�t. Eh? And,
of course, the record to be comp�led w�thout off�c�al �nterference—solely by
the town counc�l or d�str�ct adm�n�strat�on, or by a spec�al 'board, of l�fe and
works' or some such body, prov�ded only that the task be not carr�ed out by
nom�nees of the GOVERNMENT. And �n that record there should be
entered everyth�ng—that �s to say, everyth�ng of a nature wh�ch ought to be



made publ�c concern�ng every man who has l�ved among us, and has s�nce
gone from our m�dst."

Here the L�eutenant stretched out h�s hand aga�n �n the d�rect�on of the
tombs.

"My r�ght �t �s," he added, "to know how those folk there spent the�r
l�ves. For �t �s by the�r labours and the�r thoughts, and even on the product
of the�r bones, that I myself am now subs�st�ng. You agree, do you not?"

In s�lence I nodded; whereupon he cr�ed tr�umphantly:

"Ah! You see, do you? Yes, an �nd�spensable po�nt �s �t, that whatsoever
a man may have done, whether good or ev�l, should be recorded. For
example, suppose he has manufactured a stove spec�ally good for heat�ng
purposes; record the fact. Or suppose he has k�lled a mad dog; record the
fact. Or suppose he has bu�lt a school, or cleansed a d�rty street, or been a
p�oneer �n the teach�ng of sound farm�ng, or str�ven, by word and deed, h�s
l�fe long, to combat off�c�al �rregular�t�es... record the fact. Aga�n, suppose a
woman has borne ten, or f�fteen, healthy ch�ldren; record the fact. Yes, and
th�s last w�th part�cular care, s�nce the conferment of healthy ch�ldren upon
the country �s a work of absolute �mportance."

Further, po�nt�ng to a grey headstone w�th a worn �nscr�pt�on, he shouted
(or almost d�d so):

"Under that stone l�es bur�ed the body of a man who never �n h�s l�fe
loved but one woman, but ONE woman. Now, THAT �s a fact wh�ch ought
to have been recorded about h�m for �t �s not merely a str�ng of names that
�s wanted, but a narrat�ve of deeds. Yes, I have not only a des�re, but a
RIGHT, to know the l�ves wh�ch men have l�ved, and the works wh�ch they
have performed; and whenever a man leaves our m�dst we ought to �nscr�be
over h�s tomb full part�culars of the 'cross and burden' wh�ch he bore, as
part�culars ever to be held �n remembrance, and �nscr�bed there both for my
benef�t and for the benef�t of l�fe �n general, as const�tut�ng a clear and
c�rcumstant�al record of the g�ven career. Why d�d that man l�ve? To the
quest�on wr�te down, always, the answer �n large and consp�cuous
characters. Eh?"



"Most certa�nly."

Th�s led the L�eutenant's enthus�asm to �ncrease st�ll more as, for the
th�rd t�me wav�ng h�s hand �n the d�rect�on of the tombs, and mouth�ng each
word, he cont�nued:

"The folk of that town are l�ars pure and s�mple, for of set purpose they
conceal the part�culars of careers that they may deprec�ate those careers �n
our eyes, and, wh�le show�ng us the �ns�gn�f�cance of the dead, f�ll the
l�v�ng w�th a sense of s�m�lar �ns�gn�f�cance, s�nce �ns�gn�f�cant folk are the
eas�est to manage. Yes, �t �s a scheme thought out w�th d�abol�cal �ngenu�ty.
Yet, for myself—well, try and make me do what I don't �ntend to do!"

To wh�ch, w�th h�s face wr�nkled w�th d�sgust, he added �n a tone l�ke a
shot from a p�stol:

"Mach�nes are we! Yes, mach�nes, and noth�ng else!"

Cur�ous was �t to watch the old man's exc�tement as one l�stened to the
strong bass vo�ce am�d the st�llness of the cemetery. Once more over the
tombs, there came float�ng the langu�d, metall�c notes of "N-n-o-u! N-n-o-
u!"

The o�ly gloss on the w�thered grass had van�shed, faded, and everyth�ng
turned dull, though the a�r rema�ned charged w�th the spr�ng perfume of the
geran�ums, stocks, and narc�ss� wh�ch enc�rcled some of the graves.

"You see," cont�nued the L�eutenant, "one could not deny that each of us
has h�s value. By the t�me that one has l�ved threescore years, one perce�ves
that fact very clearly. Never CONCEAL th�ngs, s�nce every l�fe l�ved ought
to be set �n the l�ght. And �s capable of be�ng so, �n that every man �s a
workman for the world at large, and const�tutes an �nstructor �n good or �n
ev�l, and that l�fe, when looked �nto, const�tutes, as a whole, the sum of all
the labour done by the aggregate of us petty, �ns�gn�f�cant �nd�v�duals. That
�s why we ought not to h�de away a man's work, but to publ�sh �t abroad,
and to �nscr�be on the cross over h�s tomb h�s deeds, h�s serv�ces, �n the�r
ent�rety. Yes, however negl�g�ble may have been those deeds, those



serv�ces, hold them up for the perusal of those who can d�scover good even
�n what �s negl�g�ble. NOW do you understand me?"

"I do," I repl�ed. "Yes, I do."

"Good!"

The bell of the monastery struck two hasty beats—then became s�lent, so
that only the sad echo of �ts vo�ce rema�ned reverberat�ng over the
cemetery. Once more my �nterlocutor drew out h�s c�garette-case, s�lently
offered �t to myself, and l�ghted and puffed �ndustr�ously at another
c�garette. As he d�d so h�s hands, as small and brown as the claws of a b�rd,
shook a l�ttle, and h�s head, bent down, looked l�ke an Easter egg �n plush.

St�ll smok�ng, he looked me �n the eyes w�th a self-d�ff�dent frown, and
muttered:

"Only through the labour of man does the earth atta�n development. And
only by fam�l�ar�s�ng h�mself w�th, and remember�ng, the past can man
obta�n support �n h�s work on earth."

In speak�ng, the L�eutenant lowered h�s arm; whereupon on to h�s wr�st
there sl�pped the broad golden bracelet adorned w�th a medall�on, and there
gazed at me thence the m�n�ature of a fa�r-ha�red woman: and s�nce the
hand below �t was freckled, and �ts flex�ble f�ngers were swollen out of
shape, and had lost the�r symmetry, the woman's f�ne-drawn face looked the
more full of l�fe, and, clearly p�cked out, could be seen to be sm�l�ng a
sweet and sl�ghtly �mper�ous sm�le.

"Your w�fe or your daughter?" I quer�ed.

"My God! My God!" was, w�th a subdued s�gh, the only response
vouchsafed. Then the L�eutenant ra�sed h�s arm, and the bracelet sl�d back
to �ts rest�ng place under h�s cuff.

Over the town the columns of curl�ng smoke were grow�ng redder, and
the clatter�ng w�ndows blush�ng to a t�nt of p�nk that recalled to my memory



the l�v�d cheeks of V�rubov's "n�ece," of the woman �n whom, l�ke her
uncle, there was noth�ng that could provoke one to "take l�bert�es."

Next, there scaled the cemetery wall and stealth�ly stretched themselves
on the ground, so that they looked not unl�ke the far-flung shadows of the
cemetery's crosses, a f�le of dark, tattered f�gures of beggars, wh�le on the
further s�de of the slowly darken�ng greenery a cantor drawled �n slugg�sh,
careless accents:

"E-e-ternal me-e—"

"Eternal memory of what?" excla�med L�eutenant Khorvat w�th an angry
shrug of h�s shoulders. "Suppose, �n h�s day, a man has been the best
cucumber-salter or mushroom-p�ckler �n a g�ven town. Or suppose he has
been the best cobbler there, or that once he sa�d someth�ng wh�ch the street
where�n he dwelt can st�ll remember. Would not THAT man be a man
whose record should be preserved, and made access�ble to my
recollect�on?"

And aga�n the L�eutenant's face wreathed �tself �n sol�d r�ngs of pungent
tobacco smoke.

Blow�ng softly for a moment, the w�nd bent the long stems of grass �n
the d�rect�on of the decl�n�ng sun, and d�ed away. All that rema�ned aud�ble
am�d the st�llness was the peev�sh vo�ces of women say�ng:

"To the left, I say."

"Oh, what �s to be done, Tanechka?"

Expell�ng a fresh cloud of tobacco smoke �n cyl�ndr�cal form, the old
man muttered:

"It would seem that those women have forgotten the prec�se spot where
the�r relat�ve or fr�end happens to l�e bur�ed."

As a hawk flew over the sun-reddened belfry-cross, the b�rd's shadow
gl�ded over a memor�al stone near the spot where we were s�tt�ng, glanced



off the corner of the stone, and appeared anew beyond �t. And �n the
watch�ng of th�s shadow, I somehow found a pleasant d�vers�on.

Went on the L�eutenant:

"I say that a graveyard ought to ev�nce the v�ctory of l�fe, the tr�umph of
�ntellect and of labour, rather than the power of death. However, �mag�ne
how th�ngs would work out under my scheme. Under �t the record of wh�ch
I have spoken would const�tute a h�story of a town's l�fe wh�ch, �f anyth�ng,
would �ncrease men's respect for the�r fellows. Yes, such a h�story as THAT
�s what a cemetery ought to be. Otherw�se the place �s useless. S�m�larly
w�ll the past prove useless �f �t can g�ve us noth�ng. Yet �s such a h�story
ever comp�led? If �t �s, how can one say that events are brought about by,
forsooth, 'servants of God'?"

Po�nt�ng to the tombs w�th a gesture as though he were sw�mm�ng, he
paused for a moment or two.

"You are a good man," I sa�d, "and a man who must have l�ved a good
and �nterest�ng l�fe."

He d�d not look at me, but answered qu�etly and thoughtfully:

"At least a man ought to be h�s fellows' fr�end, see�ng that to them he �s
beholden for everyth�ng that he possesses and for everyth�ng that he
conta�ns. I myself have l�ved—"

Here, w�th a contract�on of h�s brows, he fell to gaz�ng about h�m, as
though he were seek�ng the necessary word; unt�l, seem�ng to fa�l to f�nd �t,
he cont�nued gravely:

"Men need to be brought closer together, unt�l l�fe shall have become
better adjusted. Never forget those who are departed, for anyth�ng and
everyth�ng �n the l�fe of a 'servant of God' may prove �nstruct�ve and of
profound s�gn�f�cance."

On the wh�te s�des of the memor�al-stones, the sett�ng sun was cast�ng
warm lur�d reflect�ons, unt�l the stonework looked as though �t had been



splashed w�th hot blood. Moreover, every th�ng around us seemed cur�ously
to have swelled and grown larger and softer and less cold of outl�ne; the
whole scene, though as mot�onless as ever, appeared to have taken on a sort
of br�ght-red hum�d�ty, and depos�ted that hum�d�ty �n purple, sc�nt�llat�ng,
qu�ver�ng dew on the turf's var�ous sp�kes and tufts. Gradually, also, the
shadows were deepen�ng and lengthen�ng, wh�le on the further s�de of the
cemetery wall a cow lowed at �ntervals, �n a gross and drunken fash�on, and
a party of fowls cackled what seemed to be curses �n response, and a saw
grated and screeched.

Suddenly the L�eutenant burst �nto a peal of subdued laughter, and
cont�nued to do so unt�l h�s shoulders shook. At length he sa�d through the
paroxysms, as, g�v�ng me a push, he cocked h�s hat boy�shly:

"I must confess that, that—that the v�ew wh�ch I f�rst took of you was
rather a trag�c one. You see, when I saw a man ly�ng prone on the grass I
sa�d to myself: 'H'm! What �s that?' Next I saw a young fellow roam�ng
about the cemetery w�th a frown settled on h�s face, and h�s breeches
bulg�ng; and aga�n I sa�d to myself—"

"A book �s ly�ng �n my breeches pocket," I �nterposed.

"Ah! Then I understand. Yes, I made a m�stake, but a very, welcome one.
However, as I say, when I f�rst saw you, I sa�d to myself: 'There �s a man
ly�ng near that tomb. Perhaps he has a bullet, a wound, �n h�s temple?' And,
as you know—"

He stopped to w�nk at me w�th another outburst of soft, good-humoured
laughter. Then he cont�nued.

"Nevertheless, the scheme of wh�ch I have told you cannot really be
called a scheme, s�nce �t �s merely a fancy of my own. Yet I SHOULD l�ke
to see l�fe l�ved �n better fash�on."

He s�ghed and paused, for ev�dently he was becom�ng lost �n thought.

"Unfortunately," he cont�nued at last, "the latter �s a des�re wh�ch I have
conce�ved too late. If only I had done so f�fteen years ago, when I was



f�ll�ng the post of Inspector of the pr�son at Usman—"

H�s left arm stretched �tself out, and once more there sl�d on to h�s wr�st
the bracelet. For a moment he touched �ts gold w�th a rap�d, but careful,
del�cate, movement—then he restored the tr�nket to �ts retreat, rose
suddenly, looked about h�m for a second or two w�th a frown, and sa�d �n
dry, br�sk tones as he gave h�s �ron-grey moustache an energet�c tw�st:

"Now I must be go�ng."

For a wh�le I accompan�ed h�m on h�s way, for I had a keen des�re to
hear h�m say someth�ng more �n that pleasant, powerful bass of h�s; but
though he stepped past the gravestones w�th str�des as careful and regular as
those of a sold�er on parade, he fa�led aga�n to break s�lence.

Just as we passed the chapel of the monastery there floated forth �nto the
fa�r even�ng st�llness, from the bars, of a w�ndow, wh�le yet not really
st�rr�ng that st�llness, a hum of gruff, lazy, peev�sh ejaculat�ons. Apparently
they were uttered by two persons who were engaged �n a d�spute, s�nce one
of them muttered:

"What have you done? What have you done?"

And the other responded carelessly:

"Hold your tongue, now! Pray hold your tongue!"

ON A RIVER STEAMER

The water of the r�ver was smooth, and dull s�lver of t�nt. Also, so barely
percept�ble was the current that �t seemed to be almost stagnant under the
m�st of the noont�de heat, and only by the changes �n the aspect of the banks
could one real�se how qu�etly and evenly the r�ver was carry�ng on �ts



surface the old yellow-hulled steamer w�th the wh�te-r�mmed funnel, and
also the clumsy barge wh�ch was be�ng towed �n her wake.

Dream�ly d�d the floats of the paddle-wheels slap the water. Under the
planks of the deck the eng�nes to�led w�thout ceas�ng. Steam h�ssed and
panted. At �ntervals the eng�ne-room bell jarred upon the car. At �ntervals,
also, the t�ller-cha�ns sl�d to and fro w�th a dull, rattl�ng sound. Yet, ow�ng
to the somnolent st�llness settled upon the r�ver, these sounds escaped,
fa�led to catch one's attent�on.

Through the dryness of the summer the water was low. Per�od�cally, �n
the steamer's bow, a deck hand l�ke a k�ng, a man w�th a lean, yellow, black-
av�sed face and a pa�r of langu�sh�ng eyes, threw overboard a pol�shed log
as �n tones of melt�ng melancholy he chanted:

"Se-em, se-em, shest!"

["Seven, seven, s�x!" (the depth of water, reckoned �n sazhen� or
fathoms)]

It was as though he were wa�l�ng:

"Seyem, seyem, a yest-NISHEVO"

[Let us eat, let us eat, but to eat there �s—noth�ng]

Meanwh�le, the steamer kept turn�ng her stearlet-l�ke [The stearlet �s a
f�sh of the salmon spec�es] prow del�berately and alternately towards e�ther
bank as the barge yawed beh�nd her, and the grey hawser kept tauten�ng and
qu�ver�ng, and send�ng out showers of gold and s�lver sparkles. Ever and
anon, too, the capta�n on the br�dge kept shout�ng, hoarsely through a
speak�ng-trumpet:

"About, there!"

Under the stem of the barge a wave ran wh�ch, d�v�ded �nto a pa�r of
wh�te w�ngs, serpent�ned away towards e�ther bank.



In the meadowed d�stance peat seemed to be be�ng burnt, and over the
black forest there had gathered an opalescent cloud of smoke wh�ch also
suffused the ne�ghbour�ng marshes.

To the r�ght, the bank of the r�ver towered up �nto lofty, prec�p�tous,
clayey slopes �ntersected w�th rav�nes where�n aspens and b�rches found
shelter.

Everyth�ng ashore had about �t a restful, sultry, deserted look. Even �n
the dull blue, torr�d sky there was nought save a wh�te-hot sun.

In endless v�sta were meadows studded w�th trees—trees sleep�ng �n
lonely �solat�on, and, �n places, surmounted w�th e�ther the cross of a rural
church wh�ch looked l�ke a day star or the sa�ls of a w�ndm�ll; wh�le further
back from the banks lay the t�ssue cloths of r�pen�ng crops, w�th, here and
there, a human hab�tat�on.

Throughout, the scene was �nd�st�nct. Everyth�ng �n �t was calm,
touch�ngly s�mple, �nt�mate, �ntell�g�ble, grateful to the soul. So much so
that as one contemplated the slowly-vary�ng v�stas presented by the loft�er
bank, the �mmutable stretches of meadowland, and the green, t�mbered
dance-r�ngs where the forest approached the r�ver, to gaze at �tself �n the
watery m�rror, and recede aga�n �nto the peaceful d�stance; as one gazed at
all th�s one could not but reflect that nowhere else could a spot more s�mply,
more k�ndly, more beaut�ful be found, than these peaceful shores of the
great r�ver.

Yet already a few shrubs by the r�ver's marg�n were beg�nn�ng to d�splay
yellow leaves, though the landscape as a whole was sm�l�ng the doubtful,
med�tat�ve sm�le of a young br�de who, about to bear her f�rst ch�ld, �s
feel�ng at once nervous and del�ghted at the prospect.

The hour was past noon, and the th�rd-class passengers, langu�d w�th
fat�gue �nduced by the heat, were engaged �n dr�nk�ng e�ther tea or beer.
Seated mostly on the bulwarks of the steamer, they s�lently scanned the
banks, wh�le the deck qu�vered, crockery clattered at the buffet, and the
deck hand �n the bows s�ghed sopor�f�cally:



S�x! S�x! S�x-and-a-half!

From the eng�ne-room a gr�my stoker emerged. Roll�ng along, and
scrap�ng h�s bare feet aud�bly aga�nst the deck, he approached the
boatswa�n's cab�n, where the sa�d boatswa�n, a fa�r-ha�red, fa�r-bearded man
from Kostroma was stand�ng �n the doorway. The sen�or off�c�al contracted
h�s rugged eyes qu�zz�cally, and �nqu�red:

"Wh�ther �n such a hurry?"

"To p�ck a bone w�th M�tka."

"Good!"

W�th a wave of h�s black hand the stoker resumed h�s way, wh�le the
boatswa�n, yawn�ng, fell to cast�ng h�s eyes about h�m. On a locker near the
compan�on of the eng�ne-room a small man �n a buff pea-jacket, a new cap,
and a pa�r of boots on wh�ch there were clots of dr�ed mud, was seated.

Through lack of d�vers�on the boatswa�n began to feel �ncl�ned to hector
somebody, so cr�ed sternly to the man �n quest�on:

"H� there, chawbacon!"

The man on the locker turned about—turned nervously, and much as a
bullock turns. That �s to say, he turned w�th h�s whole body.

"Why have you gone and put yourself THERE?" �nqu�red the boatswa�n.
"Though there �s a not�ce to tell you NOT to s�t there, �t �s there that you
must go and s�t! Can't you read?"

R�s�ng, the passenger �nspected not the not�ce, but the locker. Then he
repl�ed:

"Read? Yes, I CAN read."

"Then why s�t there where you oughtn't to?"

"I cannot see any not�ce."



"Well, �t's hot there anyway, and the smell of o�l comes up from the
eng�nes.... Whence have you come?"

"From Kash�ra."

"Long from home?"

"Three weeks, about."

"Any ra�n at your place?"

"No. But why?"

"How come your boots are so muddy?"

The passenger lowered h�s head, extended caut�ously f�rst one foot, and
then the other, scrut�n�sed them both, and repl�ed:

"You see, they are not my boots."

W�th a roar of laughter that caused h�s br�ll�ant beard to project from h�s
ch�n, the boatswa�n retorted:

"I th�nk you must dr�nk a b�t."

The passenger sa�d noth�ng more, but retreated qu�etly, and w�th short
str�des, to the stem. From the fact that the sleeves of h�s pea-jacket reached
far below h�s wr�sts, �t was clear that the garment had or�g�nated from the
shoulders of another man.

As for the boatswa�n, on not�ng the c�rcumspect�on and d�ff�dence w�th
wh�ch the passenger walked, he frowned, sucked at h�s beard, approached a
sa�lor who was engaged �n v�gorously scrubb�ng the brass on the door of the
capta�n's cab�n w�th a naked palm, and sa�d �n an undertone:

"D�d you happen to not�ce the ga�t of that l�ttle man there �n the l�ght
pea-jacket and d�rty boots?"

"I d�d."



"Then see here. Do keep an eye upon h�m."

"But why? Is he a bad lot?"

"Someth�ng l�ke �t, I th�nk."

"I w�ll then."

At a table near the hatchway of the f�rst-class cab�n, a fat man �n grey
was dr�nk�ng beer. Already he had reached a state of moderate fuddlement,
for h�s eyes were protrud�ng s�ghtlessly and star�ng unw�nk�ngly at the
oppos�te wall. Meanwh�le, a number of fl�es were swarm�ng �n the st�cky
puddles on the table, or else crawl�ng over h�s grey�sh beard and the br�ck-
red sk�n of h�s mot�onless features.

The boatswa�n w�nked �n h�s d�rect�on, and remarked:

"Half-seas over, HE �s."

"'T�s h�s way," a pockmarked, eyebrow-less sa�lor responded.

Here the drunken man sneezed: w�th the result that a cloud of fl�es were
blown over the table. Look�ng at them, and s�gh�ng as h�s compan�on had
done, the boatswa�n thoughtfully observed:

"Why, he regularly sneezes fl�es, eh?"

The rest�ng-place wh�ch I myself had selected was a stack of f�rewood
over the stokehole shoot; and as I lay upon �t I could see the h�lls gradually
darken�ng the water w�th a mourn�ng ve�l as calmly they advanced to meet
the steamer; wh�le �n the meadows, a last l�nger�ng glow of the sunset's
rad�ance was redden�ng the stems of the b�rches, and mak�ng the newly
mended roof of a hut look as though �t were cased �n red fust�an—
commun�cat�ng to everyth�ng else �n the v�c�n�ty a semblance of float�ng
am�d f�re—and effac�ng all outl�ne, and caus�ng the scene as a whole to
d�ssolve �nto streaks of red and orange and blue, save where, on a h�ll above



the hut, a black grove of f�rs stood thrown �nto tense, keen, and clear-cut
rel�ef.

Under a h�ll a party of f�shermen had l�t a wood f�re, the flames of wh�ch
could be seen play�ng upon, and p�ck�ng out, the wh�te hull of a boat—the
dark f�gure of a man there�n, a f�sh�ng net suspended from some stakes, and
a woman �n a yellow bod�ce who was s�tt�ng bes�de the f�re. Also, am�d the
golden rad�ance there could be d�st�ngu�shed a qu�ver�ng of the leaves on
the lower branches of the tree whereunder the woman sat shaded.

All the r�ver was calm, and not a sound occurred to break the st�llness
ashore, wh�le the a�r under the awn�ng of the th�rd-class port�on of the
vessel felt as st�fl�ng as dur�ng the earl�er part of the day. By th�s t�me the
conversat�on of the passengers, damped by the shadow of dusk, had merged
�nto a s�ngle sound wh�ch resembled the humm�ng of bees; and am�d �t one
could not d�st�ngu�sh nor d�v�ne who was speak�ng, nor the subject of
d�scuss�on, s�nce every word there�n seemed d�sconnected, even though all
appeared to be talk�ng am�cably, and �n order, concern�ng a common top�c.
At one moment a suppressed laugh from a young woman would reach the
ear; �n the cab�n, a party who had agreed to s�ng a song of general
acceptat�on were fa�l�ng to h�t upon one, and d�sput�ng the po�nt �n low and
d�spass�onate accents; and �n each, such sound there was someth�ng
vespert�nal, gently sad, softly prayer-l�ke.

From beh�nd the f�rewood near me a th�ck, rasp�ng vo�ce sa�d �n
del�berate tones:

"At f�rst he was a useful young fellow enough, and clean and spruce; but
lately, he has become shabby and d�rty, and �s go�ng to the dogs."

Another vo�ce, loud and gruff, repl�ed:

"Aha! Avo�d the lad�es, or one �s bound to go am�ss."

"The say�ng has �t that always a f�sh makes for deeper water."

"Bes�des, he �s a fool, and that �s worse st�ll. By the way, he �s a relat�ve
of yours, �sn't he?"



"Yes. He �s my brother."

"Indeed? Then pray forg�ve me."

"Certa�nly; but, to speak pla�nly, he �s a fool."

At th�s moment I saw the passenger �n the buff pea-jacket approach the
sally-port, grasp w�th h�s left hand a stanch�on, and step on to the grat�ng
under wh�ch one of the paddle-wheels was churn�ng the water to foam.
There he stood look�ng over the bulwarks w�th a sw�ng�ng mot�on ak�n to
that of a bat when, grappl�ng some object or another w�th �ts w�ngs, �t hangs
suspended �n the a�r. The fact that the man's cap was drawn t�ghtly over h�s
ears caused the latter to st�ck out almost to the po�nt of absurd�ty.

Presently he turned and peered �nto the gloom under the awn�ng, though,
seem�ngly, he fa�led to d�st�ngu�sh myself repos�ng on the f�rewood. Th�s
enabled me to ga�n a clear v�ew of a face w�th a sharp nose, some tufts of
l�ght-coloured ha�r on cheeks and ch�n, and a pa�r of small, muddy-look�ng
eyes. He stood there as though he were l�sten�ng to someth�ng.

All of a sudden he stepped f�rmly to the sally-port, sw�ftly unlashed from
the �ron top-ra�l a mop, and threw �t overboard. Then he set about unlash�ng
a second art�cle of the same spec�es.

"H�!" I shouted to h�m. "What are you do�ng there?"

W�th a start the man turned round, clapped a hand to h�s forehead to
d�scover my whereabouts, and repl�ed softly and rap�dly, and w�th a
stammer �n h�s vo�ce:

"How �s that your bus�ness? Get away w�th you!"

Upon th�s I approached h�m, for I was aston�shed and amused at h�s
�mpudence.

"For what you have done the sa�lors w�ll make you pay r�ght enough," I
remarked.



He tucked up the sleeves of h�s pea-jacket as though he were prepar�ng
for a f�ght. Then, stamp�ng h�s foot upon the sl�ppery grat�ng, he muttered:

"I perce�ved the mop to have come unt�ed, and to be �n danger of fall�ng
�nto the water through the v�brat�on. Upon that I tr�ed to secure �t, and
fa�led, for �t sl�pped from my hands as I was do�ng so."

"But," I remarked �n amazement, "my bel�ef �s that you WILLFULLY
unt�ed the mop, to throw �t overboard!"

"Come, come!" he retorted. "Why should I have done that? What an
extraord�nary th�ng �t would have been to do! How could �t have been
poss�ble?"

Here he dodged me w�th a dexterous movement, and, rearrang�ng h�s
sleeves, walked away. The length of the pea-jacket made h�s legs look
absurdly short, and caused me to not�ce that �n h�s ga�t there was a tendency
to shuffle and hes�tate.

Return�ng to my retreat, I stretched myself upon the f�rewood once more,
�nhaled �ts res�nous odour, and fell to l�sten�ng to the slow-mov�ng d�alogue
of some of the passengers around me.

"Ah, good s�r," a gruff, sarcast�c vo�ce began at my s�de—but �nstantly a
yet gruffer vo�ce �ntervened w�th:

"Well?"

"Oh, noth�ng, except that to ask a quest�on �s easy, and to answer �t may
be d�ff�cult."

"True."

From the rav�nes a m�st was spread�ng over the r�ver.

At length n�ght fell, and as folk relapsed �nto slumber the babel of
tongues became st�lled. The car, as �t grew used to the bo�sterous roar of the



eng�nes and the measured rhythm of the paddle-wheels, d�d not at f�rst
not�ce the new sound born of the fact that �nto the sounds prev�ously made
fam�l�ar there began to �ntrude the snores of slumberers, and the padd�ng of
soft footsteps, and an exc�ted wh�sper of:

"I sa�d to h�m—yes, I sa�d: 'Yasha, you must not, you shall not, do th�s.'"

The banks had d�sappeared from v�ew. Indeed, one cont�nued to be
rem�nded of the�r ex�stence only by the slow passage of the scattered f�res
ashore, and the fact that the darkness lay blacker and denser around those
f�res than elsewhere. D�mly reflected �n the r�ver, the stars seemed to be
absolutely mot�onless, whereas the tra�l�ng, golden reproduct�ons of the
steamer's l�ghts never ceased to qu�ver, as though str�v�ng to break adr�ft,
and float away �nto the obscur�ty. Meanwh�le, foam l�ke t�ssue paper was
l�ck�ng our dark hull, wh�le at our stern, and somet�mes overtak�ng �t, there
tra�led a barge w�th a couple of lanterns �n her prow, and a th�rd on her
mast, wh�ch at one moment marked the reflect�ons of the stars, and at
another became merged w�th the gleams of f�rel�ght on one or the other
bank.

On a bench under a lantern near the spot where I was ly�ng a stout
woman was asleep. W�th one hand rest�ng upon a small bundle under her
head, she had her bod�ce torn under the armp�t, so that the wh�te flesh and a
tuft of ha�r could be seen protrud�ng. Also, her face was large, dark of brow,
and full of jowl to a po�nt that caused the cheeks to roll to her very ears.
Lastly, her th�ck l�ps were parted �n an unga�nly, corpsel�ke sm�le.

From my own pos�t�on on a level h�gher than hers, I looked dream�ly
down upon her, and reflected: "She �s a l�ttle over forty years of age, and
(probably) a good woman. Also, she �s travell�ng to v�s�t e�ther her daughter
and son-�n-law, or her son and daughter-�n-law, and therefore �s tak�ng w�th
her some presents. Also, there �s �n her large heart much of the excellent
and maternal."

Suddenly someth�ng near me flashed as though a match had been struck,
and, open�ng my eyes, I perce�ved the passenger �n the cur�ous pea-jacket to
be stand�ng near the woman spoken of, and engaged �n sh�eld�ng a l�ghted
match w�th h�s sleeve. Presently, he extended h�s hand and caut�ously



appl�ed the part�cle of flame to the tuft of ha�r under the woman's armp�t.
There followed a fa�nt h�ss, and a nox�ous smell of burn�ng ha�r was wafted
to my nostr�ls.

I leapt up, se�zed the man by the collar, and shook h�m soundly.

"What are you at?" I excla�med.

Turn�ng �n my grasp he wh�spered w�th a scarcely aud�ble, but
exceed�ngly repuls�ve, g�ggle:

"Haven't I g�ven her a good fr�ght, eh?"

Then he added:

"Now, let me go! Let go, I say!"

"Have you lost your w�ts?" I retorted w�th a gasp.

For a moment or two h�s bl�nk�ng eyes cont�nued to glance at someth�ng
over my shoulder. Then they returned to me, wh�le he wh�spered:

"Pray let me go. The truth �s that, unable to sleep, I conce�ved that I
would play th�s woman a tr�ck. Was there any harm �n that? See, now. She
�s st�ll asleep."

As I thrust h�m away h�s short legs, legs wh�ch m�ght almost have been
amputated, staggered under h�m. Meanwh�le I reflected:

"No, I was NOT wrong. He DID of set purpose throw the mop
overboard. What a fellow!"

A bell sounded from the eng�ne-room.

"Slow!" someone shouted w�th a cheerful ha�l.

Upon that, steam �ssued w�th such resound�ng shr�llness that the woman
awoke w�th a jerk of her head; and as she put up her left hand to feel her
armp�t, her crumpled features gathered themselves �nto wr�nkles. Then she



glanced at the lamp, ra�sed herself to a s�tt�ng pos�t�on, and, f�nger�ng the
place where the ha�r had been destroyed, sa�d softly to herself:



"Oh, holy Mother of God!"

Presently the steamer drew to a wharf, and, w�th a loud clatter�ng,
f�rewood was dragged forth and cast �nto the stokehole w�th uncouth,
warn�ng cr�es of "Tru-us-sha!" [The word means sh�p's hold or stokehole,
but here �s, probably, equ�valent to the Engl�sh "Heads below!"]

Over a l�ttle town wh�ch had �ts back pressed aga�nst a h�ll the wan�ng
moon was r�s�ng and br�ghten�ng all the black r�ver, caus�ng �t to gather l�fe
as the rad�ance laved, as �t were, the landscape �n warm water.

Walk�ng aft, I seated myself among some bales and contemplated the
town's frontage. Over one end of �t rose, taper�ng l�ke a walk�ng-st�ck, a
factory ch�mney, wh�le at the other end, as well as �n the m�ddle, rose
belfr�es, one of wh�ch had a g�lded steeple, and the other one a steeple
e�ther green or blue, but look�ng black �n the moonl�ght, and shaped l�ke a
ragged pa�nt-brush.

Oppos�te the wharf there was stuck �n the w�de gable of a two-stor�ed
bu�ld�ng a lantern wh�ch, fl�cker�ng, d�ffused but a dull, anaem�c l�ght from
�ts d�rty panes, wh�le over the long str�p of the broken s�gnboard of the
bu�ld�ng there could be seen straggl�ng, and executed �n large yellow letters,
the words, "Tavern and—" No more of the legend than th�s was v�s�ble.

Lanterns were hang�ng �n two or three other spots �n the drowsy l�ttle
town; and wherever the�r murky sta�ns of l�ght hung suspended �n the a�r
there stood out �n rel�ef a medley of gables, drab-t�nted trees, and false
w�ndows �n wh�te pa�nt, on walls of a dull slate colour.

Somehow I found contemplat�on of the scene depress�ng.

Meanwh�le the vessel cont�nued to em�t steam as she rocked to and fro
w�th a creak�ng of wood, a slap-slapp�ng of water, and a scrubb�ng of her
s�des aga�nst the wharf. At length someone ejaculated surl�ly:

"Fool, you must be asleep! The w�nch, you say? Why, the w�nch �s at the
stern, damn you!"



"Off aga�n, thank the Lord!" added the rasp�ng vo�ce already heard from
beh�nd the bales, wh�le to �t an equally fam�l�ar vo�ce rejo�ned w�th a yawn:

"It's t�me we WERE off!"

Sa�d a hoarse vo�ce:

"Look here, young fellow. What was �t he shouted?"

Hast�ly and �nart�culately, w�th a great deal of smack�ng of the l�ps and
stutter�ng, someone repl�ed:

"He shouted: 'K�nsmen, do not k�ll me! Have some mercy, for Chr�st's
sake, and I w�ll make over to you everyth�ng—yes, everyth�ng �nto your
good hands for ever! Only let me go away, and exp�ate my s�ns, and save
my soul through prayer. Aye, I w�ll go on a p�lgr�mage, and rema�n h�dden
my l�fe long, to the very end. Never shall you hear of me aga�n, nor see me.'
Then Uncle Peter caught h�m a blow on the head, and h�s blood splashed
out upon me. As he fell I—well, I ran away, and made for the tavern, where
I knocked at the door and shouted: 'S�ster, they have k�lled our father!' Upon
that, she put her head out of the w�ndow, but only sa�d: 'That merely means
that the rascal �s mak�ng an excuse for vodka.'... Aye, a terr�ble t�me �t was
—was that n�ght! And how fr�ghtened I felt! At f�rst, I made for the garret,
but presently thought to myself: 'No; they would soon f�nd me there, and
put me to an end as well, for I am the he�r d�rect, and should be the f�rst to
succeed to the property.' So I crawled on to the roof, and there lay h�dden
beh�nd the ch�mney-stack, hold�ng on w�th arms and legs, wh�le unable to
speak for sheer terror."

"What were you afra�d of?" a brusque vo�ce �nterrupted.

"What was I afra�d of?"

"At all events, you jo�ned your uncle �n k�ll�ng your father, d�dn't you?"

"In such an hour one has not t�me to th�nk—one just k�lls a man because
one can't help oneself, or because �t seems so easy to k�ll."



"True," the hoarser vo�ce commented �n dull and ponderous accents.
"When once blood has flowed the fact leads to more blood, and �f a man has
started out to k�ll, he cares noth�ng for any reason—he f�nds good enough
the reason wh�ch comes f�rst to h�s hand."

"But �f th�s young fellow �s speak�ng the truth, he had a BUSINESS
reason—though, properly speak�ng, even property ought not to provoke
quarrels."

"S�m�larly one ought not to k�ll just when one chooses. Folk who
comm�t such cr�mes should have just�ce meted out to them."

"Yes, but �t �s d�ff�cult always to obta�n such just�ce. For �nstance, th�s
young fellow seems to have spent over a year �n pr�son for noth�ng."

"'For noth�ng'? Why, d�d he not ent�ce h�s father �nto the hut, and then
shut the door upon h�m, and throw a coat over h�s head? He has sa�d so
h�mself. 'For noth�ng,' �ndeed!"

Upon th�s the rap�d stream of sobbed, d�sconnected words, wh�ch I had
heard before from some speaker poured forth anew. Somehow, I guessed
that �t came from the man �n the d�rty boots, as once more he recounted the
story of the murder.

"I do not w�sh to just�fy myself," he sa�d. "I say merely that, �nasmuch as
I was prom�sed a repr�eve at the tr�al, I told everyth�ng, and was therefore
allowed to go free, wh�le my uncle and my brother were sentenced to penal
serv�tude."

"But you KNEW that they had agreed to k�ll h�m?"

"Well, �t �s my �dea that at f�rst they �ntended only to g�ve h�m a good
fr�ght. Never d�d my father recogn�se me as h�s son—always he called me a
Jesu�t."

The gruffer of the two vo�ces pulled up the speaker.

"To th�nk," �t sa�d, "that you can actually talk about �t all!"



"Why shouldn't I? My father brought tears to the eyes of many an
�nnocent person."

"A f�g for people's tears! If our causes of tears were one and all to be
murdered, what would the state of th�ngs become? Shed tears, but never
blood; for blood �s not yours to shed. And even �f you should bel�eve your
own blood to be your own, know that �t �s not so, that your blood does not
belong to you, but to Someone Else."

"The po�nt �n quest�on was my father's property. It all shows how a man
may l�ve awh�le, and earn h�s l�v�ng, and then suddenly go am�ss, and lose
h�s w�ts, and even conce�ve a grudge aga�nst h�s own father.... Now I must
get some sleep."

Beh�nd the bales all grew qu�et. Presently I rose to peer �n that d�rect�on.
The passenger �n the buff pea-jacket was s�tt�ng huddled up aga�nst a co�l of
rope, w�th h�s hands thrust �nto h�s sleeves, and h�s ch�n rest�ng upon h�s
arms. As the moon was sh�n�ng stra�ght �nto h�s face, I could see that the
latter was as l�v�d as that of a corpse, and had �ts brows drawn down over �ts
narrow, �ns�gn�f�cant eyes.

Bes�de h�m, and close to my head, there was ly�ng stretched on the top of
the co�l of rope a broad-shouldered peasant �n a short smock and a pa�r of
patched boots of wh�te felt. The r�nglets of the wearer's curly beard were
thrust upwards, and h�s hands clasped beh�nd h�s head, and w�th ox-l�ke
eyes he stared at the zen�th where a few stars were sh�n�ng, and the moon
was beg�nn�ng to s�nk.

At length, �n a trumpet-l�ke vo�ce (though he seemed to do h�s best to
soften �t) the peasant asked:

"Your uncle �s on that barge, I suppose?"

"He �s. And so �s my brother."

"Yet you are here! How strange!"



The dark barge, towed aga�nst the steamer's blue-s�lver wash of foam,
was cleav�ng �t l�ke a plough, wh�le under the moon the l�ghts of the barge
showed wh�te, and the hull and the pr�soners' cage stood ra�sed h�gh out of
the water as to our r�ght the black, �ndentated bank gl�ded past �n s�nuous
convolut�ons.

From the whole, soft, l�quescent flu�d scene, the �mpress�on wh�ch I
der�ved was melancholy. It evoked �n my sp�r�t a sense of �nstab�l�ty, a lack
of restfulness.

"Why are you travell�ng?"

"Because I w�sh to have a word w�th h�m."

"W�th your uncle?"

"Yes."

"About the property?"

"What else?"

"Then look here, my young fellow. Drop �t all—both your uncle and the
property, and betake yourself to a monastery, and there l�ve and pray. For �f
you have shed blood, and espec�ally �f you have shed the blood of a
k�nsman, you w�ll stand for ever estranged from all, wh�le, moreover,
bloodshed �s a dangerous th�ng—�t may at any t�me come back upon you."

"But the property?" the young fellow asked w�th a l�ft of h�s head.

"Let �t go," the peasant vouchsafed as he closed h�s eyes.

On the younger man's face the down tw�tched as though a w�nd had
st�rred �t. He yawned, and looked about h�m for a moment. Then, descry�ng
myself, he cr�ed �n a tone of resentment:

"What are you look�ng at? And why do you keep follow�ng me about?"



Here the b�g peasant opened h�s eyes, and, w�th a glance f�rst at the man,
and then at myself, growled:

"Less no�se there, you m�tten-face!"

As I ret�red to my nook and lay down, I reflected that what the b�g
peasant had sa�d was appos�te enough-that the young fellow's face d�d �n
very truth resemble an old and shabby woollen m�tten.

Presently I dreamt that I was pa�nt�ng a belfry, and that, as I d�d so, huge,
goggle-eyed jackdaws kept fly�ng around the belfry's gables, and flapp�ng at
me w�th the�r w�ngs and h�nder�ng my work: unt�l, as I sought to beat them
off, I m�ssed my foot�ng, fell to earth, and awoke to f�nd my breath chok�ng
am�d a dull, s�ck, pa�nful feel�ng of lass�tude and weakness, and a
kale�doscop�c m�st quaver�ng before my eyes t�ll �t rendered me d�zzy. From
my head, beh�nd the car, a th�n stream of blood was tr�ckl�ng.

R�s�ng w�th some d�ff�culty to my feet, I stepped aft to a pump, washed
my head under a jet of cold water, bound �t w�th my handkerch�ef, and,
return�ng, �nspected my rest�ng-place �n a state of bew�lderment as to what
could have caused the acc�dent to happen.

On the deck near the spot where I had been asleep, there was stand�ng
stacked a p�le of small logs prepared for the cook's galley; wh�le, �n the
prec�se spot where my head had rested there was repos�ng a b�rch faggot of
wh�ch the w�thy-t�e had come unfastened. As I ra�sed the fallen faggot I
perce�ved �t to be clean and composed of s�lky lopp�ngs of b�rch-bark wh�ch
rustled as I f�ngered them; and, consequently, I reflected that the ceaseless
v�brat�on of the steamer must have caused the faggot to become jerked on to
my head.

Reassured by th�s plaus�ble explanat�on of the unfortunate, but absurd,
occurrence of wh�ch I have spoken, I next returned to the stern, where there
were no oppress�ve odours to be encountered, and whence a good v�ew was
obta�nable.



The hour was the turn of the n�ght, the hour of max�mum tens�on before
dawn, the hour when all the world seems plunged �n a profund�ty of
slumber whence there can be no awaken�ng, and when the completeness of
the s�lence attunes the soul to spec�al sens�b�l�ty, and when the stars seem to
be hang�ng strangely close to earth, and the morn�ng star, �n part�cular, to be
sh�n�ng as br�ghtly as a m�n�ature sun. Yet already had the heavens begun to
grow coldly grey, to lose the�r nocturnal softness and warmth, wh�le the
rays of the stars were droop�ng l�ke petals, and the moon, h�therto golden,
had turned pale and become dusted over w�th s�lver, and moved further
from the earth as �ntang�bly the water of the r�ver sloughed �ts th�ck, v�scous
gleam, and sw�ftly em�tted and w�thdrew, stray, pearly reflect�ons of the
changes occurr�ng �n the heavenly t�nts.

In the east there was r�s�ng, and hang�ng suspended over the black spears
of the p�ne forest, a th�n p�nk m�st the sensuous hue of wh�ch was glow�ng
ever br�ghter, and assum�ng a dens�ty ever greater, and stand�ng forth more
boldly and clearly, even as a wh�sper of t�m�d prayer merges �nto a song of
exultant thankfulness. Another moment, and the sp�ked tops of the p�nes
blazed �nto po�nts of red f�re resembl�ng fest�val candles �n a sanctuary.

Next, an unseen hand threw over the water, drew along �ts surface, a
transparent and many-coloured net of s�lk. Th�s was the morn�ng breeze,
herald of dawn, as w�th a coat�ng of t�ssue-l�ke, s�lvery scales �t r�ppled the
r�ver unt�l the eye grew weary of try�ng to follow the play of gold and
mother-of-pearl and purple and blu�sh-green reflected from the sun-
renovated heavens.

Next, l�ke a fan there unfolded themselves the f�rst sword-shaped beams
of day, w�th the�r t�ps bl�nd�ngly wh�te; wh�le s�multaneously one seemed to
hear descend�ng from an �ll�m�table he�ght a dense sound-wave of s�lver
bells, a sound-wave advanc�ng tr�umphantly to greet the sun as h�s roseate
r�m became v�s�ble over the forest l�ke the r�m of a cup that, f�lled w�th the
essence of l�fe, was about to empty �ts contents upon the earth, and to pour a
bounteous flood of creat�ve pu�ssance upon the marshes whence a redd�sh
vapour as of �ncense was ar�s�ng. Meanwh�le on the more prec�p�tous of the
two banks some of the trees near the r�ver's marg�n were throw�ng soft
green shadows over the water, wh�le g�lt-l�ke dew was sparkl�ng on the



herbage, and b�rds were awaken�ng, and as a wh�te gull sk�mmed the
water's surface on level w�ngs, the pale shadow of those w�ngs followed the
b�rd over the t�nted expanse, wh�le the sun, suspended �n flame beh�nd the
forest, l�ke the Imper�al b�rd of the fa�ry-tale, rose h�gher and h�gher �nto the
green�sh-blue zen�th, unt�l s�lvery Venus, exp�r�ng, herself looked l�ke a
b�rd.

Here and there on the yellow str�p of sand by the r�ver's marg�n, long-
legged sn�pe were scurry�ng about. Two f�shermen were rock�ng �n a boat �n
the steamer's wash as they hauled the�r tackle. Float�ng from the shore there
began to reach us such vocal sounds of morn�ng as the crow�ng of cocks,
the low�ng of cattle, and the pers�stent murmur of human vo�ces.

S�m�larly the buff-coloured bales �n the steamer's stem gradually
reddened, as d�d the grey t�nts �n the beard of the large peasant where,
sprawl�ng h�s ponderous form over the deck, he was ly�ng asleep w�th
mouth open, nostr�ls d�stended w�th stertorous snores, brows ra�sed as
though �n aston�shment, and th�ck moustache �nterm�ttently tw�tch�ng.

Someone am�d the p�les of bales was pant�ng as he f�dgeted, and as I
glanced �n that d�rect�on I encountered the gaze of a pa�r of small, narrow,
�nflamed eyes, and beheld before me the ragged, m�tten-l�ke face, though
now �t looked even th�nner and greyer than �t had done on the prev�ous
even�ng. Apparently �ts owner was feel�ng cold, for he had hunched h�s ch�n
between h�s knees, and clasped h�s h�rsute arms around h�s legs, as h�s eyes
stared gloom�ly, w�th a hunted a�r, �n my d�rect�on. Then wear�ly, l�felessly
he sa�d:

"Yes, you have found me. And now you can thrash me �f you w�sh to do
so—you can g�ve me a blow, for I gave you one, and, consequently, �t's
your turn to do the h�tt�ng."

Stupef�ed w�th aston�shment, I �nqu�red �n an undertone.

"It was you, then, that h�t me?"

"It was so, but where are your w�tnesses?"



The words came �n hoarse, croaked, suppressed accents, w�th a
separat�on of the hands, and an upthrow of the head and project�ng cars
wh�ch had such a com�cal look of be�ng crushed beneath the we�ght of the
battened-down cap. Next, thrust�ng h�s hands �nto the pockets of h�s pea-
jacket, the man repeated �n a tone of challenge:

"Where, I say, are your w�tnesses? You can go to the dev�l!"

I could d�scern �n h�m someth�ng at once helpless and frogl�ke wh�ch
evoked �n me a strong feel�ng of repuls�on; and s�nce, w�th that, I had no
real w�sh to converse w�th h�m, or even to revenge myself upon h�m for h�s
cowardly blow, I turned away �n s�lence.

But a moment later I looked at h�m aga�n, and saw that he was seated �n
h�s former posture, w�th h�s arms embrac�ng h�s knees, h�s ch�n rest�ng upon
them, and h�s red, sleepless eyes gaz�ng l�felessly at the barge wh�ch the
steamer was tow�ng between w�de r�bbons of foam�ng water—r�bbons
sparkl�ng �n the sunl�ght l�ke mash �n a brewer's vat.

And those eyes, that dead, al�enated express�on, the gay cheerfulness of
the morn�ng, and the clear rad�ance of the heavens, and the k�ndly t�nts of
the two banks, and the vocal sounds of the June day, and the brac�ng
freshness of the a�r, and the whole scene around us served but to throw �nto
the more trag�c rel�ef.

Just as the steamer was leav�ng Sund�r the man threw h�mself �nto the
water; �n the s�ght of everybody he sprang overboard. Upon that all shouted,
jostled the�r ne�ghbours as they rushed to the s�de, and fell to scann�ng the
r�ver where from bank to bank �t lay wrapped �n bl�nd�ng gl�tter.

The wh�stle sounded �n f�tful alarm, the sa�lors threw l�febelts overboard,
the deck rumbled l�ke a drum under the crowd's surg�ng rush, steam h�ssed
affl�ghtedly, a woman vented an hyster�cal cry, and the capta�n bawled from
the br�dge the �mper�ous command:

"Avast heav�ng l�febelts! By now the fool w�ll have got one! Damn you,
calm the passengers!"



An unwashed, unt�dy pr�est w�th t�m�d, star�ng eyes thrust back h�s long,
d�shevelled ha�r, and fell to repeat�ng, as h�s fat shoulder jostled all and
sundry, and h�s feet tr�pped people up.

"A muzh�k, �s �t, or a woman? A muzh�k, eh?"

By the t�me that I had made my way to the stern the man had fallen far
beh�nd the stern of the barge, and h�s head looked as small as a fly on the
glassy surface of the water. However, towards that fly a f�sh�ng-boat was
already dart�ng w�th the sw�ftness of a water beetle, and caus�ng �ts two oars
to show qu�ver�ngly red and grey, wh�le from the marsh�er of the two banks
there began hast�ly to put out a second boat wh�ch leapt �n the steamer's
wash w�th the ga�ety of a young calf.

Suddenly there broke �nto the pa�nful hubbub on the steamer's deck a
fa�nt, heartrend�ng cry of "A-a-ah!"

In answer to �t a sharp-nosed, black-bearded, well-dressed peasant
muttered w�th a smack of h�s l�ps:

"Ah! That �s h�m shout�ng. What a madman he must have been! And an
ugly customer too, wasn't he?"

The peasant w�th the curly beard rejo�ned �n a tone of conv�ct�on
engulf�ng all other utterances:

"It �s h�s consc�ence that �s catch�ng h�m. Th�nk what you l�ke, but never
can consc�ence be suppressed."

Therew�th, constantly �nterrupt�ng one another, the pa�r betook
themselves to a publ�c rec�tal of the trag�c story of the fa�r-ha�red young
fellow, whom the f�shermen had now l�fted from the water, and were
convey�ng towards the steamer w�th oars that osc�llated at top speed.

The bearded peasant cont�nued:

"As soon as �t was seen that he was but runn�ng after the sold�er's w�fe."



"Bes�des," the other peasant �nterrupted, "the property was not to be
d�v�ded after the death of the father."

W�th wh�ch the bearded muzh�k eagerly recounted the h�story of the
murder done by the brother, the nephew, and a son, wh�le the spruce, spare,
well-dressed peasant �nterlarded the general buzz of conversat�on w�th
words and comments cheerfully and str�dently del�vered, much as though he
were dr�v�ng �n stakes for the erect�on of a fence.

"Every man �s drawn most �n the d�rect�on wh�ther he f�nds �t eas�est to
go."

"Then �t w�ll be the Dev�l that w�ll be draw�ng h�m, s�nce the d�rect�on of
Hell �s always the eas�est."

"Well, YOU w�ll not be go�ng that way, I suppose? You don't altogether
fancy �t?"

"Why should I?"

"Because you have declared �t to be the eas�est way."

"Well, I am not a sa�nt."

"No, ha-ha! you are not."

"And you mean that—?"

"I mean noth�ng. If a dog's cha�n be short, he �s not to be blamed."

Whereupon, sett�ng nose to nose, the pa�r plunged �nto a quarrel st�ll
more heated as they expounded �n s�mple, but often cur�ously appos�te,
language op�n�ons �ntell�g�ble to themselves alone. The one peasant, a lean
fellow w�th lengthy l�mbs, cold, sarcast�c eyes, and a dark, bony
countenance, spoke loudly and sonorously, w�th frequent shrugs of the
shoulders, wh�le the other peasant, a man stout and broad of bu�ld who unt�l
now had seemed calm, self-assured of demeanour, and a man of settled
v�ews, breathed heav�ly, wh�le h�s oxl�ke eyes glowed w�th an ardour
caus�ng h�s face to flush patch�ly, and h�s beard to st�ck out from h�s ch�n.



"Look here, for �nstance," he growled as he gest�culated and rolled h�s
dull eyes about. "How can that be? Does not even God know where�n a man
ought to restra�n h�mself?"

"If the Dev�l be one's master, God doesn't come �nto the matter."

"L�ar! For who was the f�rst who ra�sed h�s hand aga�nst h�s fellow?"

"Ca�n."

"And the f�rst man who repented of a s�n?"

"Adam."

"Ah! You see!"

Here there broke �nto the d�spute a shout of: "They are just gett�ng h�m
aboard!" and the crowd, rush�ng away from the stern, carr�ed w�th �t the two
d�sputants—the sparer peasant; lower�ng h�s shoulders, and button�ng up h�s
jacket as he went; wh�le the bearded peasant, follow�ng at h�s heels, thrust
h�s head forward �n a surly manner as he sh�fted h�s cap from the one ear to
the other.

W�th a ponderous beat�ng of paddles aga�nst the current the steamer
heaved to, and the capta�n shouted through a speak�ng-trumpet, w�th a v�ew
to prevent�ng a coll�s�on between the barge and the stem of the vessel:

"Put her over! Put her o-o-ove-r!"

Soon the f�sh�ng-boat came alongs�de, and the half-drowned man, w�th a
form as l�mp as a half-empty sack, and water exud�ng from every st�tch, and
h�s h�therto haggard face grown smooth and s�mple-look�ng, was ho�sted on
board.

Next, on the sa�lors lay�ng h�m upon the hatchway of the baggage hold,
he sat up, leaned forward, smoothed h�s wet ha�r w�th the palms of h�s
hands, and asked dully, w�thout look�ng at anyone:

"Have they also recovered my cap?"



Someone among the throng around h�m excla�med reprov�ngly:

"It �s not about your cap that you ought to be th�nk�ng, but about your
soul."

Upon th�s he h�ccuped loudly and freely, l�ke a camel, and em�tted a
stream of turg�d water from h�s mouth. Then, look�ng at the crowd w�th
lack-lustre eyes, he sa�d �n an apathet�c tone:

"Let me be taken elsewhere."

In answer, the boatswa�n sternly bade h�m stretch h�mself out, and th�s
the young fellow d�d, w�th h�s hands clasped under h�s head, and h�s eyes
closed, wh�le the boatswa�n added brusquely to the onlookers:

"Move away, move away, good people. What �s there to stare at? Th�s �s
not a show.... H�, you muzh�k! Why d�d you play us such a tr�ck, damn
you?"

The crowd however, was not to be suppressed, but �ndulged �n
comments.

"He murdered h�s father, d�dn't he?"

"What? THAT wretched creature?"

As for the boatswa�n, he squatted upon h�s heels, and proceeded to
subject the rescued man to a course of str�ct �nterrogat�on.

"What �s the dest�nat�on marked on your t�cket?"

"Perm."

"Then you ought to leave the boat at Kazan. And what �s your name?"

"Yakov."

"And your surname?"



"Bashk�n—though we are known also as the Bukolov fam�ly."

"Your fam�ly has a DOUBLE surname, then?"

W�th the full power of h�s trumpet-l�ke lungs the bearded peasant
(ev�dently he had lost h�s temper) broke �n:

"Though h�s uncle and h�s brother have been sentenced to penal
serv�tude and are travell�ng together on that barge, he—well, he has
rece�ved h�s d�scharge! That �s only a personal matter, however. In sp�te of
what judges may say, one ought never to k�ll, s�nce consc�ence cannot bear
the thought of blood. Even nearly to become a murderer �s wrong."

By th�s t�me more and more passengers had collected as they awakened
from sleep and emerged from the f�rst- and second-class cab�ns. Among
them was the mate, a man w�th a black moustache and rub�cund features
who �nqu�red of someone am�d the confus�on: "You are not a doctor, I
suppose?" and rece�ved the aston�shed, h�gh-p�tched reply: "No, s�r, nor
ever have been one."

To th�s someone added w�th a drawl:

"Why �s a doctor needed? Surely the man �s a fellow of no part�cular
�mportance?"

Over the r�ver the rad�ance of the summer dayl�ght had gathered
�ncreased strength, and, s�nce the date was a Sunday, bells were sound�ng
seduct�vely from a h�ll, and a couple of women �n gala apparel who were
follow�ng the marg�n of the r�ver waved handkerch�efs towards the steamer,
and shouted some greet�ng.

Meanwh�le the young fellow lay mot�onless, w�th h�s eyes closed.
D�vested of h�s pea-jacket, and wrapped about w�th wet, cl�ng�ng
undercloth�ng, he looked more symmetr�cal than prev�ously—h�s chest
seemed better developed, h�s body plumper, and h�s face more rotund and
less ugly.



Yet though the passengers gazed at h�m w�th compass�on or d�staste or
sever�ty or fear, as the case m�ght be, all d�d so w�thout ceremony, as though
he had not been a l�v�ng man at all.

For �nstance, a gaunt gentleman �n a grey frock-coat sa�d to a lady �n a
yellow straw hat adorned w�th a p�nk r�bbon:

"At our place, �n R�azan, when a certa�n master-watchmaker went and
hanged h�mself to a vent�lator, he f�rst of all stopped every watch and clock
�n h�s shop. Now, the quest�on �s, why d�d he stop them?"

"An abnormal case �ndeed!"

On the other hand, a dark-browed woman who had her hands h�dden
beneath her shawl stood gaz�ng at the rescued man �n s�lence, and w�th her
s�de turned towards h�m. As she d�d so tears were well�ng �n her grey-blue
eyes.

Presently two sa�lors appeared. One of them bent over the young fellow,
touched h�m on the shoulder, and sa�d:

"H�! You are to get up."

Whereupon the young fellow rose, and was removed elsewh�ther.

When, after an �nterval, he reappeared on deck, he was clean and dry,
and clad �n a cook's wh�te jumper and a sa�lor's blue serge trousers.
Clasp�ng h�s hands beh�nd h�s back, hunch�ng h�s shoulders, and bend�ng
h�s head forward, he walked sw�ftly to the stern, w�th a throng of �dlers—at
f�rst one by one, and then �n part�es of from three to a dozen—follow�ng �n
h�s wake.

The man seated h�mself upon a co�l of rope, and, cran�ng h�s neck �n
wolf-l�ke fash�on to eye the bystanders, frowned, let fall h�s temples upon
hands thrust �nto h�s flaxen ha�r, and f�xed h�s gaze upon the barge.



Stand�ng or s�tt�ng about �n the hot sunsh�ne, people stared at h�m
w�thout st�nt. Ev�dently they would have l�ked, but d�d not dare, to engage
h�m �n conversat�on. Presently the b�g peasant also arr�ved on the scene,
and, after glanc�ng at all present, took off h�s hat, and w�ped h�s persp�r�ng
face. Next, a grey-headed old man w�th a red nose, a th�n w�sp of beard, and
watery eyes cleared h�s throat, and �n honeyed tones took the �n�t�at�ve.

"Would you m�nd tell�ng us how �t all happened?" he began.

"Why should I do so?" retorted the young fellow w�thout mov�ng.

Tak�ng a red handkerch�ef from h�s bosom, the old man shook �t out and
appl�ed �t caut�ously to h�s eyes. Then he sa�d through �ts folds �n the qu�et
accents of a man who �s determ�ned to persevere:

"Why, you say? For the reason that the occas�on �s one when all ought to
know the tru—"

Lurch�ng forward, the bearded peasant �nterposed w�th a rasp:

"Yes, do you tell us all about �t, and th�ngs w�ll become eas�er for you.
For a s�n always needs to be made known."

Wh�le, l�ke an echo, a vo�ce sa�d �n bold and sarcast�c accents:

"It would be better to se�ze h�m and t�e h�m up."

Upon th�s the young fellow ra�sed h�s brows a l�ttle, and retorted �n an
undertone:

"Let me b�de."

"The rascal!" the crowd commented, wh�le the old man, neatly fold�ng
and replac�ng h�s handkerch�ef, ra�sed a hand as dry as a cock's leg, and
remarked w�th a sharp, know�ng sm�le:

"Poss�bly �t �s not merely out of �dle cur�os�ty that folk are mak�ng th�s
request."



"Go and be damned to you!" the young fellow excla�med w�th a gr�m
snap. Whereupon the b�g peasant bellowed out �n a bluster�ng fash�on:

"What? Then you w�ll not tell us at least your dest�nat�on?"

Whereafter the same speaker cont�nued to hold forth on human�ty, God,
and the human consc�ence—star�ng w�ldly around h�m as he d�d so, wav�ng
h�s arms about, and grow�ng ever more frant�c, unt�l really �t was cur�ous to
watch h�m.

At length the crowd grew s�m�larly exc�ted, and took to encourag�ng the
speaker w�th cr�es of "True! That �s so!"

As for the young fellow, he l�stened awh�le �n s�lence, w�thout mov�ng.
Then, stra�ghten�ng h�s back, he rose, thrust h�s hands �nto the pockets of
h�s trousers, and, sway�ng h�s body to and fro, began to glare at the crowd
w�th green�sh eyes wh�ch were man�festly l�ghten�ng to a v�c�ous gleam. At
length, thrust�ng forth h�s chest, he cr�ed hoarsely:

"So you ask me wh�ther I am bound? I am bound for the br�gands' la�r,
for the br�gands' la�r, where, unless you f�rst take and put me �n fetters, I
�ntend to cut the throat of every man that I meet. Yes, a hundred murders
w�ll I comm�t, for all folk w�ll be the same to me, and not a soul w�ll I
spare. Aye, the end of my tether �s reached, so take and fetter me wh�lst you
can."

H�s breath was �ssu�ng w�th d�ff�culty, and as he spoke h�s shoulders
heaved, and h�s legs trembled beneath h�m. Also, h�s face had turned grey
and become d�storted w�th tremors.

Upon th�s, the crowd broke �nto a gruff, ugly, resentful roar, and edged
away from the man. Yet, �n do�ng so, many of �ts members looked cur�ously
l�ke the man h�mself �n the way that they lowered the�r heads, caught at
the�r breath, and let the�r eyes flash. Clearly the man was �n �mm�nent
danger of be�ng assaulted.

Suddenly he recovered h�s subdued demeanour—he, as �t were, thawed
�n the sunl�ght: unt�l, as suddenly, h�s legs gave way beneath h�m, and,



narrowly escap�ng �njury to h�s face from the corner of a bale, he fell
forward upon h�s knees as though felled w�th an axe. Thereafter, clutch�ng
at h�s throat, he shouted �n a strange vo�ce, and crowd�ng the words upon
one another:

"Tell me what I am to do. Is all of �t my fault? Long I lay �n pr�son
before I was tr�ed and told to go free... yet—"

Tear�ng at h�s ears and cheeks, he rocked h�s head to and fro as though
seek�ng to rend �t from �ts socket. Then he cont�nued:

"Yet I am NOT free. Nor �s �t �n my power to say what w�ll become of
me. For me there rema�ns ne�ther l�fe nor death."

"Aha!" excla�med the b�g peasant; and at the sound the crowd drew back
as �n consternat�on, wh�le some hastened to depart altogether. As for the
rema�nder (number�ng a dozen or so), they herded sullenly, nervously,
�nvoluntar�ly �nto a mass as the young fellow cont�nued �n d�stracted tones
and w�th a trembl�ng head:

"Oh that I could sleep for the next ten years! For then could I prove
myself, and dec�de whether I am gu�lty or not. Last n�ght I struck a man
w�th a faggot. As I was walk�ng about I saw asleep a man who had angered
me, and thereupon thought, 'Come! I should l�ke to deal h�m a blow, but can
I actually do �t?' And str�ke h�m I d�d. Was �t my fault? Always I keep
ask�ng myself, 'Can I, or can I not, do a th�ng?' Aye, lost, lost am I!"

Apparently th�s outburst caused the man to reach the end of h�s power,
for presently he sank from knees to heels—then on to h�s s�de, w�th hands
clasp�ng h�s head, and h�s tongue f�nally utter�ng the words, "Better had you
k�ll me!"

A hush fell, for all now stood confounded and s�lent, w�th, about them, a
greyer, a more subdued, look wh�ch made all more resemble the�r fellows.
In fact, to all had the atmosphere become oppress�ve, as though everyone's
breast had had clamped �nto �t a large, soft clod of hum�d, v�sc�d earth. Unt�l
at last someone sa�d �n a low, shamefaced, but fr�endly, tone:



"Good brother, we are not your judges."

To wh�ch someone else added w�th an equal measure of gentleness:

"Indeed, we may be no better than you."

"We p�ty you, but we must not judge you. Only p�ty �s perm�tted."

As for the well-dressed peasant, h�s loud, tr�umphant utterance was:

"Let God judge h�m, but men suffer h�m. Of judg�ng of one another there
has been enough."

And a f�fth man remarked to a fr�end as he walked away:

"What are we to make of th�s? To judge by the book, the young fellow �s
at once gu�lty and not gu�lty."

"Bygones ought to be bygones. Of all courses that �s the best."

"Yes, for we are too qu�ck. What good can that do?"

"Aye, what?"

At length the dark-browed woman stepped forward. Lett�ng her shawl to
her shoulders, stra�ghten�ng ha�r streaked w�th grey under a br�ght blue
scarf, and deftly putt�ng as�de a sk�rt she so seated herself bes�de the young
fellow as to screen from the crowd w�th the he�ght of her f�gure. Then,
ra�s�ng k�ndly face, she sa�d c�v�lly, but author�tat�vely, to the bystanders:

"Do all of you go away."

Whereupon the crowd began to depart, the b�g peasant say�ng as he
went:

"There! Just as I foretold has the matter turned out. Consc�ence HAS
asserted �tself."



Yet the words were spoken w�thout self-complacency, rather,
thoughtfully, and w�th a sense of awe.

As for the red-nosed old man who was walk�ng l�ke a shadow beh�nd the
last speaker, he opened h�s snuff-box, peered there�n w�th h�s mo�st eyes,
and drawled to no one �n part�cular:

"How often does one see a man play w�th consc�ence, yes, even though
he be a rogue! He erects that consc�ence as a screen to h�s knaver�es and
tr�cks and w�les, and masks the whole w�th a cloud of words. Yes, we know
how �t �s done, even though folk may stare at h�m, and say to one another,
'How fervently h�s soul �s glow�ng!' Aye, all the t�me that he �s hold�ng h�s
hand to h�s heart he w�ll be d�pp�ng the other hand �nto your pocket."

The lover of proverbs, for h�s part, unbuttoned h�s jacket, thrust h�s
hands under h�s coat-ta�ls, and sa�d �n a loud vo�ce:

"There �s a say�ng that you can trust any w�ld beast, such as a fox or a
hedgehog or a toad, but not—"

"Qu�te so, dear s�r. The common folk are exceed�ngly degenerate."

"Well, they are not develop�ng as they ought to do."

"No, they are over-cramped," was the b�g peasant's rasped-out comment.
"They have no room for GROWTH."

"Yes, they DO grow, but only as regards beard and moustache, as a tree
grows to branch and sap."

W�th a glance at the purveyor of proverbs the old man assented by
remark�ng: "Yes, true �t �s that the common folk are cramped." Whereafter
he thrust a p�nch of snuff �nto h�s nostr�ls, and threw back h�s head �n
ant�c�pat�on of the sneeze wh�ch fa�led to come. At length, draw�ng a deep
breath through h�s parted l�ps, he sa�d as he measured the peasant aga�n
w�th h�s eyes:

"My fr�end, you are of a sort calculated to last."



In answer the peasant nodded.

"SOME day," he remarked, "we shall get what we want."

In front of us now, was Kazan, w�th the p�nnacles of �ts churches and
mosques p�erc�ng the blue sky, and look�ng l�ke garlands of exot�c blooms.
Around them lay the grey wall of the Kreml�n, and above them soared the
gr�m Tower of Sumbek.

Here one and all were due to d�sembark.

I glanced towards the stern once more. The dark-browed woman was
break�ng off morsels from a wheaten scone that was ly�ng �n her lap, and
say�ng as she d�d so:

"Presently we w�ll have a cup of tea, and then keep together as far as
Chr�stopol."

In response the young fellow edged nearer to her, and thoughtfully eyed
the large hands wh�ch, though �nured to hard work, could also be very
gentle.

"I have been trodden upon," he sa�d.

"Trodden upon by whom?"

"By all. And I am afra�d of them."

"Why so?"

"Because I am."

Breath�ng upon a morsel of the scone, the woman offered �t h�m w�th the
qu�et words:

"You have had much to bear. Now, shall I tell you my h�story, or shall we
f�rst have tea?"



On the bank there was now to be seen the frontage of the gay, wealthy
suburb of Uslon, w�th �ts br�ghtly-dressed, ra�nbow-t�nted women and g�rls
tr�pp�ng through the streets, and the water of �ts foam�ng r�ver sparkl�ng
hotly, yet d�mly, �n the sunl�ght.

It was a scene l�ke a scene beheld �n a v�s�on.

A WOMAN

The w�nd �s scudd�ng over the steppe, and beat�ng upon the rampart of
the Caucas�an he�ghts unt�l the�r backbone seems to be belly�ng l�ke a huge
sa�l, and the earth to be wh�rl�ng and wh�zz�ng through unfathomable depths
of blue, and leav�ng beh�nd �t a rack of w�nd-torn clouds wh�ch, as the�r
shadows gl�de over the surface of the land, seem ever to be str�v�ng to keep
�n touch w�th the onrush of the gale, and, fa�l�ng to ma�nta�n the effort,
d�ssolv�ng �n tears and despondency.

The trees too are bend�ng �n the att�tude of fl�ght—the�r boughs are
brand�sh�ng the�r fol�age as a dog worr�es a fleece, and l�tter�ng the black
so�l w�th leaves among wh�ch runs a constant querulous h�ss�ng and
rustl�ng. Also, storks are utter�ng the�r snapp�ng cry, sleek rooks caw�ng,
steppe grasshoppers ma�nta�n�ng the�r t�reless ch�rp, sturdy, well-grown
husbandmen utter�ng shouts l�ke words of command, the thresh�ng-floors of
the roll�ng steppe d�ffus�ng a ra�n of golden chaff, and eddy�ng wh�rlw�nds
catch�ng up stray poultry feathers, dr�ed-on�on str�ps, and leaves yellowed
w�th the heat, to send them danc�ng aga�n over the tr�m square of the l�ttle
Cossack hamlet.

S�m�larly does the sun keep appear�ng and d�sappear�ng as though he
were pursu�ng the fug�t�ve earth, and ever and anon halt�ng through
wear�ness before h�s decl�ne �nto the dark, shadowy v�sta where the
snowclad peaks of the western mounta�ns are rear�ng the�r heads, and fast-
redden�ng clouds are rem�nd�ng one of the surface of a ploughed f�eld.



At t�mes those clouds part the�r bulk to reveal �n bl�nd�ng splendour the
s�lvery saddle of Mount Elburz, and the crystal fangs of other peaks—all,
apparently, str�v�ng to catch and deta�n the scudd�ng vapours. And to such a
po�nt does one come to real�se the earth's fl�ght through space that one can
scarcely draw one's breath for the tens�on, the rapture, of the thought that
w�th the rush of that dear and beaut�ful earth oneself �s keep�ng pace
towards, and ever tend�ng towards, the reg�on where, beh�nd the eternal,
snow-clad peaks, there l�es a boundless ocean of blue—an ocean bes�de
wh�ch there may l�e stretched yet other proud and marvellous lands, a vo�d
of azure am�d wh�ch one may come to descry far-d�stant, many-t�nted
spheres of planets as yet unknown, but s�sters, all, to th�s earth of ours.

Meanwh�le from the steppe slow, ponderous grey oxen w�th sharp horns
are draw�ng an endless success�on of wagon-loads of threshed gra�n through
r�ch, black, sootl�ke dust. Pat�ently the beasts' round eyes regard the earth,
wh�le on the top of each load there lolls a Cossack who, w�th face sunburnt
to the last p�tch of swarth�ness, and eyes reddened w�th exposure to the
w�nd, and beard matted, seem�ngly sol�d�f�ed, w�th dust and sweat, �s clad
�n a sh�rt drab w�th gr�me, and has a shaggy Pers�an cap thrust to the back of
h�s head. Occas�onally, also, he may be seen r�d�ng on the pole �n front of
h�s team, and be�ng buffeted from beh�nd by the w�nd wh�ch �nflates h�s
sh�rt. And as sleek and comfortable as the carcasses of the bullocks are
these Cossacks' frames �n proport�on the�r eyes are slugg�shly �ntell�gent,
and �n the�r every movement �s the del�berate a�r of men who know
prec�sely what they have to do.

"Tsob, tsobe!" such fellows shout to the�r teams. Th�s year they are
reap�ng a splend�d harvest.

Yet though these folk, one and all, look fat and prosperous, the�r m�en �s
dour, and they speak reluctantly, and through the�r teeth. Poss�bly th�s �s
because they are over-weary w�th to�l. However that may be, the full-fed
country people of the reg�on laugh but l�ttle, and seldom s�ng.

In the centre of the hamlet soars the red br�ck church of the place—an
ed�f�ce wh�ch, w�th �ts f�ve p�nnacles, �ts belfry over �ts porch, and �ts
yellow plaster w�ndow-mould�ngs, looks l�ke an ed�f�ce that has been
fash�oned of meat, and cemented w�th grease. Nay, �ts very shadow seems



so r�chly heavy as to be the shadow of a fane erected by men endowed w�th
a plethora of th�s world's goods to a god ot�ose �n h�s grandeur. Ranged
around the bu�ld�ng �n r�ng fash�on, the hamlet's squat wh�te huts stand
g�rdled w�th belts of pla�ted wattle, shawled �n the gorgeous s�lken scarves
of gardens, and crowned w�th a flowered brocadework of reed-thatched
roofs. In fact, they resemble a bevy of buxom bab�, [Peasant women] as
over and about them wave s�lver poplar trees, w�th qu�ver�ng, lacel�ke
leaves of acac�as, and dark-leaved chestnuts (the leaves of the latter l�ke the
palms of human hands) wh�ch rock to and fro as though they would fa�n
se�ze, and deta�n the dr�v�ng clouds. Also, from court to court scurry
Cossack women who, w�th sk�rt-ta�ls tucked up to reveal muscular legs bare
to the knee, are prepar�ng to array themselves for the morrow's fest�val, and,
meanwh�le, chatter�ng to one another, or shout�ng to plump �nfants wh�ch
may be seen bath�ng �n the dust l�ke sparrows, or p�ck�ng up handfuls of
sand, and toss�ng them �nto the a�r.

Sheltered from the w�nd by the churchyard wall, there may be seen also,
as they sprawl on the dry, faded herbage, a score of "strollers for work" that
�s to say, of folk who, a commun�ty apart, cons�st of "nowhere people," of
dreamers who l�ve constantly �n expectat�on of some stroke of luck, some
k�ndly sm�le from fortune, and of wastrels who, �ntox�cated w�th the
abundant bounty of the opulent reg�on, have fallen pass�ve v�ct�ms to the
Russ�an craze for vagrancy. These folk tramp from hamlet to hamlet �n
part�es of two or three, and, wh�le purport�ng to seek employment, merely
contemplate that employment letharg�cally, express aston�shment at the
plen�tude wh�ch �t produces, and then decl�ne to put the�r hands to to�l save
when d�re necess�ty renders �t no longer poss�ble to sat�sfy hunger's pangs
through the exped�ents of mend�cancy and theft. Dull, or cowed, or t�m�d,
or furt�ve of eye, these folk have lost all sense of the d�fference between
that wh�ch const�tutes honesty and that wh�ch does not.

The morrow be�ng the Feast of the Assumpt�on, these people have, �n the
present �nstance, gathered from every quarter of the country, for the reason
that they hope to be prov�ded w�th food and dr�nk w�thout f�rst be�ng made
to earn the�r enterta�nment.



For the most part they are Russ�ans from the central prov�nces,
vagabonds whose faces are blackened, and heads blanched w�th the
unaccustomed sunsh�ne of the South, but whose bod�es are clad merely �n
rags tossed and tumbled by the w�nd. True, the wearers of those rags
declare themselves to be peaceful, respectable c�t�zens whom to�l and l�fe's
buffet�ngs have exhausted, and compelled to seek temporary rest and
prayer; yet never does a creak�ng, groan�ng, ponderous gra�n wagon, w�th
�ts Cossack dr�ver, pass them by w�thout the�r accord�ng the latter a humble,
obsequ�ous salute as, w�th straw �n mouth, and om�tt�ng, always, to ra�se h�s
cap, the man glances at them askance and w�th contempt, or, more
frequently, does not even descry these tattered, gr�my hulks between whom
and h�mself there �s absolutely noth�ng �n common.

Lower even, and more not�ceably, more pretent�ously, than the rest does
a certa�n "needy" nat�ve of Tula named Konev salute each Cossack. A
hardb�tten muzh�k as sunburnt as a st�ck of ergot, he has a black beard
d�str�buted �rregularly over a lean face, a fawn�ng sm�le, and eyes deep-
sunken �n the�r sockets.

Most of these persons I have met for the f�rst t�me today; but Konev �s an
old acqua�ntance of m�ne, for he and I have more than once encountered
one another on the road between Kursk and the prov�nce of Ter. An
"arteln�," that �s to say, a member of a workman's un�on, he cult�vates h�s
fellows' good graces for the reason that he �s also an arrant coward, and
accustomed, everywhere save �n h�s own v�llage (wh�ch l�es bur�ed among
the sands of Alex�n), to assert that:

"Certa�nly, th�s countrys�de �s r�ch, yet I cannot h�t th�ngs off w�th �ts
�nhab�tants. In my own part of the country folk are more sp�r�tual, more
truly Russ�an, by far than here—they are folk w�th whom the nat�ves of th�s
reg�on are not to be compared, s�nce �n the one local�ty the populat�on has a
human soul, whereas �n the other local�ty �t �s a fl�nt-stone."

And w�th a certa�n qu�et reflect�veness, he loves also to recount a
marvellous example of unlooked-for enr�chment. He w�ll say to you:

"Maybe you do not bel�eve �n the v�rtue of horseshoes? Yet I tell YOU
that once, when a certa�n peasant of Efremov found a horseshoe, the next



three weeks saw �t befall that that peasant's uncle, a tradesman of Efremov,
was burnt to death w�th all h�s fam�ly, and the property devolved to the
peasant. D�d you ever hear of such a th�ng? What �s go�ng to happen
CANNOT be foretold, for at any moment fortune may p�ty a man, and send
h�m a w�ndfall."

As Konev says th�s h�s dark, po�nted eyebrows w�ll go shoot�ng up h�s
forehead, and h�s eyes come protrud�ng out of the�r sockets, as though he
h�mself cannot bel�eve what he has just related.

Aga�n, should a Cossack pass h�m w�thout return�ng h�s salute, he w�ll
mutter as he follows the man w�th h�s eyes:

"An overfed fellow, that—a fellow who can't even look at a human
be�ng! The souls of these folk, I tell you, are w�thered."

On the present occas�on he has arr�ved on the scene �n company w�th
two women. One of them, aged about twenty, �s gentle-look�ng, plump, and
glassy of eye, w�th a mouth perpetually half-open, so that the face looks l�ke
that of an �mbec�le, and though the exposed teeth of �ts lower port�on may
seem to be set �n a sm�le, you w�ll perce�ve, should you peer �nto the
mot�onless eyes under the overhang�ng brows, that she has recently been
weep�ng �n the terr�f�ed, hyster�cal fash�on of a person of weak �ntellect.

I have come here w�th that man and other strangers thus I heard her
narrate �n low, querulous tones as w�th a stumpy f�nger she rearranged the
faded ha�r under her yellow and green scarf.

A fat-faced youth w�th h�gh cheek-bones and the small eyes of a Mongol
here nudged her, and sa�d carelessly:

"You mean, rather, that your own man has cast you off. Probably he was
the only man you ever saw."

"Aye," Konev drawled thoughtfully as he felt �n h�s wallet. "Nowadays
folk need th�nk l�ttle of desert�ng a woman, s�nce �n th�s year of grace
women are no good at all."



Upon th�s the woman frowned—then bl�nked her eyes t�m�dly, and
would have opened her l�ps to reply, but that her compan�on �nterrupted her
by say�ng �n a br�sk, �nc�s�ve tone:

"Do not l�sten to those rascals!"

The woman's compan�on, some f�ve or s�x years her sen�or, has a face
except�onal �n the constant change and movement of �ts great dark eyes as
at one moment they w�thdraw themselves from the street of the Cossack
hamlet, to gaze f�xedly and gravely towards the steppe where �t l�es scoured
w�th the scudd�ng breeze, and at another moment fall to scann�ng the faces
of the persons around her, and, at another, frown anx�ously, or send a sm�le
fl�tt�ng across her comely l�ps as she bends her head, unt�l her features are
concealed. Next, the head �s ra�sed aga�n, for the eyes have taken on another
phase, and become d�lated w�th �nterest, wh�le a sharp furrow �s form�ng
between the slender eyebrows, and the f�nely moulded l�ps and tr�m mouth
have compressed themselves together, and the th�n nostr�ls of the stra�ght
nose are snuff�ng the a�r l�ke those of a horse.

In fact, �n the woman there �s someth�ng non-peasant �n �ts or�g�n. For
�nstance, let one but watch her sharply cl�ck�ng feet as, �n walk�ng, they
peep from under her blue sk�rt, and one w�ll perce�ve that they are not the
splayed feet of a v�llager, but, rather, feet arched of �nstep, and at one t�me
accustomed to the wear�ng of boots. Or, as the woman s�ts engaged �n
embro�der�ng a blue bod�ce w�th a pattern of wh�te peas, one w�ll perce�ve
that she has long been accustomed to ply�ng the needle so dexterously;
sw�ftly do the small, sunburnt hands fly �n and out under the tumbled
mater�al, eagerly though the w�nd may str�ve to wrest �t from her. Aga�n, as
she s�ts bend�ng over her work, one w�ll descry through a rent �n her bod�ce
a small, f�rm bosom wh�ch m�ght almost have been that of a v�rg�n, were �t
not for the fact that a project�ng teat procla�ms that she �s a woman
prepar�ng to suckle an �nfant. In short, as she s�ts among her compan�ons
she looks l�ke a fragment of copper flung �nto the m�dst of some rusty old
scrap-�ron.

Most of the people �n whose soc�ety I wander ne�ther r�se to great
he�ghts nor s�nk to great depths, but are as colourless as dust, and



wear�somely �ns�gn�f�cant. Hence �s �t that whenever I chance upon a person
whose soul I can probe and explore for thoughts unfam�l�ar to me and
words not h�therto heard I congratulate myself, see�ng that though �t �s my
des�re to see l�fe grow more fa�r and exalted, and I yearn to br�ng about that
end, there constantly reveals �tself to me merely a v�sta of sharp angles and
dark spaces and poor crushed, defrauded people. Yes, never do I seek to
project a spark of my own f�re �nto the darkness of my ne�ghbour's soul but
I see that spark d�sappear, become lost, �n a chaos of dumb vacu�ty.

Hence the woman of whom I have just spoken part�cularly exc�tes my
fancy, and leads me to attempt d�v�nat�ons of her past, unt�l I f�nd myself
evolv�ng a story wh�ch �s not only of vast complex�ty, but has got pa�nted
�nto �t merely the colours of my own hopes and asp�rat�ons. It �s a story
necessar�ly �llusory, necessar�ly bound to make l�fe seem even worse than
before. Yet �t �s a gr�evous th�ng NEVER to d�stort actual�ty, NEVER to
envelop actual�ty �n the wrapp�ngs of one's �mag�nat�on....

Clos�ng h�s eyes, and p�ck�ng h�s words w�th d�ff�culty, a tall, fa�r
peasant drawls �n th�ck, gluel�ke tones:

"'Very well,' I sa�d: and off we set. On the way I sa�d aga�n: 'Gub�n,
though you may not l�ke to be told so, you are no better than a th�ef.'"

The o's uttered by th�s peasant are un�formly round and f�rm—they roll
forward as a cartwheel trundles along a hot, dusty country road.

The youth w�th the h�gh cheek-bones f�xes the wh�tes of h�s porc�ne eyes
(eyes the pup�ls of wh�ch are as �ndeterm�nate as the eyes of a bl�nd man)
upon the woman �n the green scarf. Then, hav�ng, l�ke a calf, plucked and
chewed some stalks of the w�thered grass, he rolls up the sleeves of h�s
sh�rt, bends one f�st �nto the crook of the elbow, and says to Konev w�th a
glance at the well-developed muscle:

"Should you care to h�t me?"

"No, you can h�t yourself. H�t yourself over the head. Then, perhaps,
you'll grow w�ser."



Stol�dly the young fellow looks at Konev, and �nqu�res:

"How do you know me to be a fool?"

"Because your personal�ty tells me so."

"Eh?" cr�es the young fellow truculently as he ra�ses h�mself to a
kneel�ng posture. "How know you what I am?"

"I have been told what you are by the Governor of your prov�nce."

The young fellow opens h�s mouth, and stares at Konev. Then he asks:

"To what prov�nce do I belong?"

"If you yourself have forgotten to what prov�nce you belong, you had
better try and loosen your w�ts."

"Look here. If I were to h�t you, I—"

The woman who has been sew�ng drops her work to shrug one rounded
shoulder as though she were cold, and ask conc�l�ator�ly:

"Well, WHAT prov�nce do you belong to?"

"I?" the young fellow re-echoes as he subs�des on to h�s heels. "I belong
to Penza. Why do you ask?"

"Oh never m�nd why."

Presently, w�th a strangely youthful laugh, the woman adds �n a murmur:

"I ask because I too belong to that prov�nce."

"And to wh�ch canton?"

"To that of Penza." In the woman's tone �s a touch of pr�de.



The young fellow squats down before her, as before a wood f�re,
stretches out h�s hands, and says �n an �ngrat�at�ng vo�ce:

"What a f�ne place �s our cantonal town! What churches and shops and
stone houses there are �n �t! In fact, one shop sells a mach�ne on wh�ch you
can play anyth�ng you l�ke, any sort of a tune!"

"As well as, probably, the fool," comments Konev �n an undertone,
though the young fellow �s too enthralled w�th the memory of the amen�t�es
of h�s cantonal cap�tal to not�ce the remark. Next, smack�ng h�s l�ps, and
chew�ng h�s words, he cont�nues �n a murmur:

"In those stone houses."

Here the woman drops her sew�ng a second t�me to �nqu�re: "Is there a
convent there?"

"A convent?"

And the young fellow pauses uncouthly to scratch h�s neck. Only after a
wh�le does he answer:

"A convent? Well, I do not know, for only once, to tell the truth, have I
been �n the town, and that was when some of us fam�ne folk were set to a
job of roadmak�ng."

"Well, well!" gasps Konev, as he r�ses and takes h�s departure.

The vagabonds, huddled aga�nst the churchyard wall, look l�ke l�tter
dr�ven th�ther by the steppe w�nd, and as l�able to be wh�rled away aga�n
whenever the w�nd shall choose. Three of the party are sleep�ng, and the
rema�nder e�ther mend�ng the�r cloth�ng, or k�ll�ng fleas, or letharg�cally
munch�ng bread collected at the w�ndows of the Cossacks' huts. I f�nd the
s�ght of them weary me as much as does the young fellows fatuous babble.
Also, I f�nd that whenever the elder of the two women l�fts her eyes from
her work, and half sm�les, the fa�nt half-sm�le �n quest�on vexes me
�ntensely. Consequently, I end by depart�ng �n Konev's wake.



Guard�ng the entrance of the churchyard, four poplar trees stand erect,
save when, as the w�nd harr�es them, they bow alternately to the ar�d, dusty
earth and towards the d�m v�sta of tow-coloured steppe and snowcapped
mounta�n peaks. Yet, oh how that steppe, bathed �n golden sunsh�ne, draws
one to �tself and �ts smooth desolat�on of sweet, dry grasses as the parched,
fragrant expanse rustles under the sough�ng w�nd!

"You ask about that woman, eh?" quer�es Konev, whom I f�nd lean�ng
aga�nst one of the poplar trunks, and embrac�ng �t w�th an arm.

"Yes. From where does she ha�l?"

"From R�azan, she says. Another story of hers �s that her name �s
Tat�ana."

"Has she been w�th you long?"

"No. In fact, �t was only th�s morn�ng, some th�rty versts from here, that I
overtook her and her compan�on. However, I have seen her before, at
Ma�kop-on-Laba, dur�ng the season of hay harvest, when she had w�th her
an elderly, smoothfaced muzh�k who m�ght have been a sold�er, and
certa�nly was e�ther her lover or an uncle, as well as a bully and a drunkard
of the type wh�ch, before �t has been two days �n a place, starts about as
many brawls. At present, however, she �s tramp�ng w�th none but th�s
female compan�on, for, after that the 'uncle' had drunk away h�s very belly-
band and re�ns, he was clapped �n gaol. The Cossack, you know, �s an
awkward person to deal w�th."

Although Konev speaks w�thout constra�nt, h�s eyes are f�xed upon the
ground �n a manner suggest�ve of some d�sturb�ng thought. And as the
breeze ruffles h�s d�shevelled beard and ragged pea-jacket �t ends by
robb�ng h�s head of h�s cap—of the tattered, peakless clout wh�ch, w�th
rents �n �ts l�n�ng, so closely resembles a tchepch�k [Woman's mob-cap], as
to commun�cate to the p�cturesque features of �ts wearer an appearance
com�cally fem�n�ne.

"Ye-es," expectorat�ng, and drawl�ng the words between h�s teeth, he
cont�nues: "She �s a remarkable woman, a regular, so to speak, h�ghstepper.



Yet �t must have been the Dev�l h�mself that blew th�s young oaf w�th the
bloated jowl on to the scene. Otherw�se I should soon have f�xed up matters
w�th her. The cur that he �s!"

"But once you told me that you had a w�fe already?"

Dart�ng at me an angry glance, he turns away w�th a mutter of:

"AM I to carry my w�fe about w�th me �n my wallet?"

Here there comes l�mp�ng across the square a moustach�oed Cossack. In
one hand he �s hold�ng a bunch of keys, and �n the other hand a battered
Cossack cap, peak �n front. Beh�nd h�m, sobb�ng and apply�ng h�s knuckles
to h�s eyes, there �s creep�ng a curly-headed urch�n of e�ght, wh�le the rear
�s brought up by a shaggy dog whose dejected countenance and lowered ta�l
would seem to show that he too �s �n d�sgrace. Each t�me that the boy
wh�mpers more loudly than usual the Cossack halts, awa�ts the lad's com�ng
�n s�lence, cuffs h�m over the head w�th the peak of the cap, and, resum�ng
h�s way w�th the ga�t of a drunken man, leaves the boy and the dog stand�ng
where they are—the boy lament�ng, and the dog wagg�ng �ts ta�l as �ts old
black muzzle sn�ffs the a�r. Somehow I d�scern �n the dog's m�en of hold�ng
�tself prepared for anyth�ng that may turn up, a certa�n resemblance to
Konev's bear�ng, save that the dog �s older �n appearance than �s the
vagabond.

"You ment�oned my w�fe, I th�nk?" presently he resumes w�th a s�gh.
"Yes, I know, but not EVERY malady proves mortal, and I have been
marr�ed n�neteen years!"

The rest �s well-known to me, for all too frequently have I heard �t and
s�m�lar tales. Unfortunately, I cannot now take the trouble to stop h�m; so
once more I am forced to let h�s compla�nts come ooz�ng ted�ously �nto my
ears.

"The wench was plump," says Konev, "and pant�ng for love; so we just
got marr�ed, and brats began to come tumbl�ng from her l�ke bugs from a
bunk."



Subs�d�ng a l�ttle, the breeze takes, as �t were, to wh�sper�ng.

"In fact, I could scarcely turn round for them. Even now seven of them
are al�ve, though or�g�nally the stud numbered th�rteen. And what was the
use of such a gang? For, cons�der: my w�fe �s forty-two, and I am forty-
three. She �s elderly, and I am what you behold. True, h�therto I have
contr�ved to keep up my sp�r�ts; yet poverty �s wear�ng me down, and when,
last w�nter, my old woman went to p�eces I set forth (for what else could I
do?) to tour the towns. In fact, folk l�ke you and myself have only one job
ava�lable—the job of l�ck�ng one's chops, and keep�ng one's eyes open. Yet,
to tell you the truth, I no sooner perce�ve myself to be grow�ng superfluous
�n a place than I sp�t upon that place, and clear out of �t."

Never to th�s sturdy, �nveterate rascal does �t seem to occur to �ns�nuate
that he has been do�ng work of any k�nd, or that he �n the least cares to do
any; wh�le at the same t�me all self-p�ty �s eschewed �n h�s narrat�ve, and he
relates h�s exper�ences much as though they are the exper�ences of another
man, and not of h�mself.

Presently, as the Cossack and the boy draw level w�th us, the former,
f�nger�ng h�s moustache, �nqu�res th�ckly:

"Whence are you come?"

"From Russ�a."

"All such folk come from there."

Thereafter, w�th a gesture of d�sda�n, th�s man of the abnormally broad
nose, eyes float�ng �n fat, and flaxen head shaped l�ke a flounder's, resumes
h�s way towards the porch of the church. As for the boy, he w�pes h�s nose
and follows h�m wh�le the dog sn�ffs at our legs, yawns, and stretches �tself
by the churchyard wall.

"D�d you see?" mutters Konev. "Oh yes, I tell you that the folk here are
far less am�able than our own folk �n Russ�a... But hark! What �s that?"



To our ears there have come from beh�nd the corner of the churchyard
wall a woman's scream and the sound of dull blows. Rush�ng th�ther, we
behold the fa�r-headed peasant seated on the prostrate form of the young
fellow from Penza, and method�cally, grunt�ngly del�ver�ng blow after blow
upon the young fellow's ears w�th h�s ponderous f�sts, wh�le count�ng the
blows as he does so. Va�nly, at the same t�me, the woman from R�azan �s
prodd�ng the assa�lant �n the back, wh�lst her female compan�on �s
shr�ek�ng, and the crowd at large has leapt to �ts feet, and, collected �nto a
knot, �s shout�ng gleefully, "THAT'S the way! THAT'S the way!"

"F�ve!" the fa�r-headed peasant counts.

"Why are you do�ng th�s?" the prostrate man protests.

"S�x!"

"Oh dear!" ejaculates Konev, danc�ng w�th nervousness. "Oh dear, oh
dear!"

The smack�ng, smash�ng blows fall �n regular cadence as, prone on h�s
face, the young fellow k�cks, struggles and puffs up the dust. Meanwh�le a
tall, dour man �n a straw hat �s roll�ng up a sh�rt-sleeve, and alternately
bend�ng and stretch�ng a long arm, wh�lst a l�the, wh�te-headed young
str�pl�ng �s hopp�ng, sparrow-l�ke, from one onlooker to another, and
excla�m�ng �n suppressed, caut�ous tones:

"Stop �t, pray stop �t, or we shall be arrested for creat�ng a d�sturbance!"

Presently the tall man str�des towards the fa�r-headed peasant, deals h�m
a s�ngle blow wh�ch knocks h�m from the back of the young fellow, and,
turn�ng to the crowd, says w�th an �nform�ng a�r:

"THAT'S how we do �t �n Tambov!"

"Brutes! V�lla�ns!" screams the woman from R�azan, as she bends over
the young fellow. Her cheeks are l�v�d, and as she w�pes the flushed face of
the beaten youth w�th the hem of her gown, her dark eyes are flash�ng w�th



dry wrath, and her l�ps qu�ver�ng so pa�nfully as to d�sclose a set of f�ne,
level teeth.

Konev, peck�ng up to her, says w�th an a�r of adv�ce:

"You had better take h�m away, and g�ve h�m some water."

Upon th�s the fa�r-headed muzh�k, r�s�ng to h�s knees, stretches a f�st
towards the man from Tambov, and excla�ms:

"Why should he have gone and bragged of h�s strength, pray?"

"Was that a good reason for thrash�ng h�m?"

"And who are you?"

"Who am I?"

"Yes, who are YOU?"

"Never m�nd. See that I don't g�ve you another sw�pe!"

Upon th�s the onlookers plunge �nto a heated debate as to who was
actually the beg�nner of the d�sturbance, wh�le the l�the young fellow
cont�nues to wr�ng h�s hands, and cry �mplor�ngly:

"DON'T make so much no�se about �t! Remember that we are �n a
strange land, and that the folk hereabouts are str�ct."

So queerly do h�s ears project from h�s head that he would seem to be
able, �f he pleased, to fold them r�ght over h�s eyes.

Suddenly from the roseate heavens comes the v�brant note of a bell;
whereupon, the hubbub ceases and at the same moment a young Cossack
w�th a face studded w�th freckles, and, �n h�s hands, a cudgel, makes h�s
appearance among the crowd.

"What does all th�s mean?" he �nqu�res not unc�v�lly.



"They have been beat�ng a man," the woman from R�azan repl�es. As she
does so she looks comely �n sp�te of her wrath.

The Cossack glances at her—then sm�les.

"And where �s the party go�ng to sleep?" he �nqu�res of the crowd.

"Here," someone ventures.

"Then you must not—someone m�ght break �nto the church. Go, rather,
to the Ataman [Cossack headman or mayor], and you w�ll be b�lleted
among the huts."

"It �s a matter of no consequence," Konev remarks as he paces bes�de
me. "Yet—"

"They seem to be tak�ng us for robbers," �s my �nterrupt�on.

"As �s everywhere the way," he comments. "It �s but one th�ng more la�d
to our charge. Caut�on dec�des always that a stranger �s a th�ef."

In front of us walks the woman from R�azan, �n company w�th the young
fellow of the bloated features. He �s downcast of m�en, and at length
mutters someth�ng wh�ch I cannot catch, but �n answer to wh�ch she tosses
her head, and says �n a d�st�nct, maternal tone:

"You are too young to assoc�ate w�th such brutes."

The bell of the church �s slowly beat�ng, and from the huts there keep
com�ng neat old men and women who make the h�therto deserted street
assume a br�sk appearance, and the squat huts take on a welcom�ng a�r.

In a resonant, g�rl�sh vo�ce there meets our ears:

"Ma-am! Ma-amka! Where �s the key of the green box? I want my
r�bands!"

Wh�le �n answer to the bell's summons, the oxen low a deep echo.



The w�nd has fallen, but redd�sh clouds st�ll are gl�d�ng over the hamlet,
and the mounta�n peaks blush�ng unt�l they seem, thaw�ng, to be send�ng
streams of golden, l�qu�d f�re on to the steppes, where, as though cast �n
stone, a stork, stand�ng on one leg, �s l�sten�ng, seem�ngly, to the rustl�ng of
the heat-exhausted herbage.

In the forecourt of the Ataman's hut we are depr�ved of our passports,
wh�le two of our number, found to be w�thout such documents, are led away
to a n�ght's lodg�ng �n a dark storehouse �n a corner of the prem�ses.
Everyth�ng �s executed qu�etly enough, and w�thout the least fuss, purely as
a matter of rout�ne; yet Konev mutters, as dejectedly he contemplates the
darken�ng sky:

"What a surpr�s�ng th�ng, to be sure!"

"What �s?"

"A passport. Surely a decent, peaceable man ought to be able to travel
WITHOUT a passport? So long as he be harmless, let h�m—"

"You are not harmless," w�th angry emphas�s the woman from R�azan
�nterposes.

Konev closes h�s eyes w�th a sm�le, and says noth�ng more.

Almost unt�l the v�g�l serv�ce �s over are we kept k�ck�ng our heels about
that forecourt, l�ke sheep �n a slaughter-house. Then Konev, myself, the two
women, and the fat-faced young fellow are led away towards the outsk�rts
of the v�llage, and allotted an empty hut w�th broken-down walls and a
cracked w�ndow.

"No go�ng out w�ll be perm�tted," says the Cossack who has conducted
us th�ther. "Else you w�ll be arrested."

"Then g�ve us a morsel of bread," Konev says w�th a stammer. "Have
you done any work here?" the Cossack �nqu�res.



"Yes—a l�ttle."

"For me?"

"No. It d�d not so happen."

"When �t does so happen I w�ll g�ve you some bread."

And l�ke a water-butt the fat k�ndly-look�ng man goes roll�ng out of the
yard.

"What else was to be expected?" grumbles Konev w�th h�s eyebrows
elevated to the m�ddle of h�s forehead. "The folk hereabouts are knaves. Ah,
well!"

As for the women, they w�thdraw to the darkest corner of the hut, and l�e
down, wh�le the young fellow d�sappears after prob�ng the walls and floor,
and returns w�th an armful of straw wh�ch he strews upon the hard, beaten
clay. Then he stretches h�mself thereon w�th hands clasped beh�nd h�s
battered head.

"See the resourcefulness of that fellow from Penza!" comments Konev
env�ously. "H�, you women! There �s, �t would seem, some straw about."

To th�s comes from the women's corner the ac�d reply:



"Then go and fetch some."

"For you?"

"Yes, for us."

"Then I must, I suppose."

Nevertheless Konev merely rema�ns s�tt�ng on the w�ndows�ll, and
d�scours�ng on the subject of certa�n needy folk who do but des�re to go and
say the�r prayers �n church, yet are banded �nto barns.

"Yes, and though you may say that folk, the world over, have a soul �n
common, I tell you that th�s �s not so—that, on the contrary, we Russ�an
strangers f�nd �t a hard matter here to get looked upon as respectable."

W�th wh�ch he sl�ps out qu�etly �nto the street, and d�sappears from v�ew.

The young fellow's sleep �s restless—he keeps toss�ng about, w�th h�s fat
arms and legs sprawl�ng over the floor, and grunt�ng, and snor�ng. Under
h�m the straw makes a crackl�ng sound, wh�le the two women wh�sper
together �n the darkness, and the reeds of the dry thatch on the roof rustle
(the w�nd �s st�ll draw�ng an occas�onal breath), and ever and anon a tw�g
brushes aga�nst an outs�de wall. The scene �s l�ke a scene �n a dream.

Out of doors the myr�ad tongues of the p�tch-black, starless n�ght seem
to be debat�ng someth�ng �n soft, sad, p�t�ful tones wh�ch ever keep grow�ng
fa�nter; unt�l, when the hour of ten has been struck on the watchman's gong,
and the metal ceases to v�brate, the world grows qu�eter st�ll, much as
though all l�v�ng th�ngs, alarmed by the clang �n the n�ght, have concealed
themselves �n the �nv�s�ble earth or the equally �nv�s�ble heavens.

I seat myself by the w�ndow, and watch how the earth keeps exhal�ng
darkness, and the darkness envelop�ng, drown�ng the grey, blurred huts �n
black, tep�d vapour, though the church rema�ns �nv�s�ble—ev�dently
someth�ng stands �nterposed between �t and my v�ewpo�nt. And �t seems to
me that the w�nd, the seraph of many p�n�ons wh�ch has spent three days �n



harry�ng the land, must now have wh�rled the earth �nto a blackness, a
denseness, �n wh�ch, exhausted, and pant�ng, and scarcely mov�ng, �t �s
helplessly str�v�ng to rema�n w�th�n the encompass�ng, all-pervad�ng
obscur�ty where, helpless and weary �n l�ke degree, the w�nd has sloughed
�ts thousands of w�ng-feathers—feathers wh�te and blue and golden of t�nt,
but also broken, and smeared w�th dust and blood.

And as I th�nk of our petty, gr�evous human l�fe, as of a drunkard's tune
on a sorry mus�cal �nstrument, or as of a beaut�ful song spo�lt by a w�tless,
vo�celess s�nger, there beg�ns to wa�l �n my soul an �nsat�able long�ng to
breathe forth words of sympathy w�th all mank�nd, words of burn�ng love
for all the world, words of apprec�at�on of, for example, the sun's beauty as,
enfold�ng the earth �n h�s beams, and caress�ng and fert�l�s�ng her, he bears
her through the expanses of blue. Yes, I yearn to rec�te to my fellow-men
words wh�ch shall ra�se the�r heads. And at length I f�nd myself
compound�ng the follow�ng jejune l�nes:

To our land we all are born
In happ�ness to dwell.
The sun has bred us to th�s land
Its fa�rness to excel.
In the temple of the sun
We h�gh pr�ests are, d�v�ne.
Then each of us should cla�m h�s l�fe,
And cry, "Th�s l�fe �s m�ne!"

Meanwh�le from the women's corner there comes a soft, �nterm�ttent
wh�sper�ng; and as �t cont�nues to f�lter through the darkness, I stra�n my
ears unt�l I succeed �n catch�ng a few of the words uttered, and can
d�st�ngu�sh at least the vo�ces of the wh�sperers.

The woman from R�azan mutters f�rmly, and w�th assurance:

"Never ought you to show that �t hurts you."

And w�th a sn�ff, �n a tone of dub�ous acqu�escence, her compan�on
repl�es:

"Ye-es-so long as one can bear �t."



"Ah, but never m�nd. PRETEND. That �s to say, when he beats you,
make l�ght of �t, and treat �t as a joke."

"But what �f he beats me very much �ndeed?"

"Cont�nue st�ll to make l�ght of �t, st�ll to sm�le at h�m k�ndly."

"Well, YOU can never have been beaten, for you do not seem to know
what �t �s l�ke."

"Oh, but I have, my dear—I do know what �t �s l�ke, for my exper�ence
of �t has been large. Do not be afra�d, however. HE won't beat you."

A dog yelps, pauses a moment to l�sten, and then barks more angr�ly
than ever. Upon that other dogs reply, and for a moment or two I am
annoyed to f�nd that I cannot overhear the women's conversat�on. In t�me,
however, the dogs cease the�r uproar, for want of breath, and the suppressed
d�alogue f�lters once more to my ears.

"Never forget, my dear, that a muzh�k's l�fe �s a hard one. Yes, for us
pla�n folk l�fe �s hard. Hence, one ought to make noth�ng of th�ngs, and let
them come easy to one."

"Mother of God!"

"And part�cularly should a woman so face th�ngs; for upon her
everyth�ng depends. For one th�ng, let her take to herself, �n place of her
mother, a husband or a sweetheart. Yes, try that, and see. And though, at
f�rst, your husband may f�nd fault w�th you, he w�ll afterwards take to
boast�ng to other muzh�ks that he has a w�fe who can do everyth�ng, and
rema�n ever as br�ght and lov�ng as the month of May. Never does she g�ve
�n; never WOULD she g�ve �n—no, not �f you were to cut off her head!"

"Indeed?"

"Yes. And see �f that w�ll not come to be your op�n�on as much as m�ne."

Aga�n, to my annoyance, the d�alogue �s �nterrupted—th�s t�me by the
sound of uncerta�n footsteps �n the street w�thout. Thus the next words of



the women's conversat�on escape me. Then I hear:

"Have you ever read 'The V�s�on of the Mother of God'?"

"N-no, I have not."

"Then you had better ask some older woman than myself to tell you
about �t, for �t �s a good book to become acqua�nted w�th. Can you read?"

"No, I cannot. But tell me, yourself, what the v�s�on was?"

"L�sten, and I w�ll do so."

From outs�de the w�ndow Konev's vo�ce softly �nqu�res:

"Is that our lot �n there? Yes? Thank God, then, for I had nearly lost my
way after st�rr�ng up a lot of dogs, and be�ng forced to use my f�sts upon
them. Here, you! Catch hold!"

W�th wh�ch, hand�ng me a large watermelon, he clambers through the
w�ndow w�th a great clatter�ng and d�sturbance.

"I have managed also to gee a good supply of bread," he cont�nues.
"Perhaps you bel�eve that I stole �t? But no. Indeed, why should one steal
when one can beg-a game at wh�ch I am part�cularly an old hand, see�ng
that always, on any occas�on, I can make up to people? It happened l�ke
th�s. When I went out I saw a f�re glow�ng �n a hut, and folk seated at
supper. And s�nce, wherever many people are present, one of them at least
has a k�nd heart, I ate and drank my f�ll, and then managed to make off w�th
provender for you as well. H�, you women!"

There follows no answer.

"I bel�eve those daughters of whores must be asleep," he comments. "H�,
women!"

"What �s �t?" dr�ly �nqu�res the woman from R�azan.

"Should you l�ke a taste of water-melon?"



"I should, thank you."

Thereupon, Konev beg�ns to make h�s way towards the vo�ce.

"Yes, bread, soft wheaten bread such as you—"

Here the other woman wh�nes �n beggar fash�on:

"And g�ve ME a taste, too."

"Oh, yes, I w�ll. But where the dev�l are you?"

"And a taste of melon as well?"

"Yes, certa�nly. Hullo! Who �s th�s?"

From the woman from R�azan comes a cry of pa�n.

"M�nd how you step, wretch!" she excla�ms.

"All r�ght, but you needn't make so much no�se about �t. You see how
dark �t �s, and I—"

"You ought to have struck a match, then."

"I possess but a quarter of a match, for matches are not over-plent�ful,
and even �f I d�d catch hold of you no great harm can have been done. For
�nstance, when your husband used to beat you he must have hurt you far
worse than I. By the way, DID he beat you?"

"What bus�ness �s that of yours?"

"None; only, I am cur�ous to know. Surely a woman l�ke you—"

"See here. Do not dare to touch me, or I—"

"Or you what?"



There ensues a prolonged altercat�on am�d wh�ch I can hear ep�thets of
�ncreas�ng acerb�ty and opprobr�um be�ng appl�ed; unt�l the woman from
R�azan excla�ms hoarsely:

"Oh, you coward of a man, take that!"

Whereupon follows a scr�mmage am�d wh�ch I can d�st�ngu�sh
slapp�ngs, gross chuckles from Konev, and a muffled cry from the younger
woman of:

"Oh, do not so behave, you wretch!"

Str�k�ng a match, I approach the spot, and pull Konev away. He �s �n no
way abashed, but merely cooled �n h�s ardour as, seated on the floor at my
feet, and pant�ng and expectorat�ng, he says reprov�ngly to the woman:

"When folk w�sh merely to have a game w�th you, you ought not to let
yourself lose your temper. F�e, f�e!"

"Are you hurt?" the woman �nqu�res qu�etly.

"What do you suppose? You have cut my l�p, but that �s the worst
damage."

"Then �f you come here aga�n I w�ll lay the whole of your face open."

"V�xen! What bumpk�n�sh stup�d�ty!"

Konev turns to myself.

"And as for you, you go catch�ng at the f�rst th�ng you f�nd, and have
torn my coat."

"Then do not �nsult people."

"INSULT people, fool? The �dea of anyone �nsult�ng a woman l�ke
THAT!"



Whereafter, w�th a mean chuckle, the fellow goes on to d�scourse upon
the ease w�th wh�ch peasant women err, and upon the�r love of dece�v�ng
the�r husbands.

"The �mpudent rascal!" comments the woman from Penza sleep�ly.

After a wh�le the young fellow spr�ngs to h�s feet, and grates h�s teeth.
Then, reseat�ng h�mself, and clutch�ng at h�s head, he says gloom�ly:

"I �ntend to leave here tomorrow, and go home. I do not care WHAT
becomes of me."

W�th wh�ch he subs�des on to the floor as though exhausted.

"The blockhead!" �s Konev's remark.

Am�d the darkness a black shape r�ses. It does so as soundlessly as a f�sh
�n a pond, gl�des to the door, and d�sappears.

"That was she," remarks Konev. "What a strong woman! However, �f
you had not pulled me away, I should have got the better of her. By God I
should!"

"Then follow her, and make another attempt."

"No," after a moment's reflect�on he rejo�ns. "Out there she m�ght get
hold of a st�ck, or a br�ck, or some such th�ng. However, I'LL get even w�th
her. As a matter of fact, you wasted your t�me �n stopp�ng me, for she
detests me l�ke the very dev�l."

And he renews h�s wear�some boast�ngs of h�s conquests; unt�l suddenly,
he stops as though he has swallowed h�s tongue.

All becomes qu�et; everyth�ng seems to have come to a halt, and to be
press�ng close �n sleep to the mot�onless earth. I too grow drowsy, and have
a v�s�on am�d wh�ch my m�nd returns to the donat�ons wh�ch I have
rece�ved that day, and sees them swell and mult�ply and �ncrease �n we�ght
unt�l I feel the�r bulk press�ng upon me l�ke a tumulus of the steppes. Next,



the coppery notes of a bell jar �n my ears, and, struck at random �ntervals,
go float�ng away �nto the darkness.

It �s the hour of m�dn�ght.

Soon, scattered drops of ra�n beg�n to patter down upon the dry thatch of
the hut and the dust �n the street outs�de, wh�le a cr�cket cont�nues ch�rp�ng
as though �t were hurr�edly relat�ng a tale. Also, I hear f�lter�ng forth �nto
the darkness a softly gulped, eager wh�sper�ng.

"Th�nk," says one of the vo�ces, "what �t must mean to have to go
tramp�ng about w�thout work, or only w�th work for another to do!"

The young fellow who has been so soundly thrashed repl�es �n a dull
vo�ce:

"I know noth�ng of you."

"More softly, more softly!" urges the woman.

"What �s �t you want?"

"I want NOTHING. It �s merely that I am sorry for you as a man yet
young and strong. You see—well, I have not l�ved w�th my eyes shut. That
�s why I say, come w�th me."

"But come wh�ther?"

"To the coast, where I know there to be beaut�ful plots of land for the
ask�ng. You yourself can see how good the land hereabout �s. Well, there
land better st�ll �s to be obta�ned."

"L�ar!"

"More softly, more softly!" aga�n urges the woman. "Moreover, I am not
bad-look�ng, and can manage th�ngs well, and do any sort of work. Hence
you and I m�ght l�ve qu�te peacefully and happ�ly, and come, eventually, to
have a place of our own. Yes, and I could bear and rear you a ch�ld. Only
see how f�t I am. Only feel th�s breast of m�ne."



The young fellow snorts, and I beg�n to f�nd the s�tuat�on oppress�ve, and
to long to let the couple know that I am not asleep. Cur�os�ty, however,
prevents me, and I cont�nue l�sten�ng to the strange, arrest�ng d�alogue.

"Wa�t a l�ttle," wh�spers the woman w�th a gasp. "Do not play w�th me,
for I am not that sort of woman. Yes, I mean what I say. Let be!"

Rudely, roughly the young fellow repl�es:

"Then don't run after me. A woman who runs after a man, and plays the
whore w�th h�m, �s—"

"Less no�se, please—less no�se, I beg of you, or we shall be heard, and I
shall be put to shame!"

"Doesn't �t put you to shame to be offer�ng yourself to me l�ke th�s?"

A s�lence ensues, save that the young fellow goes on snort�ng and
f�dget�ng, and the ra�ndrops cont�nue to fall w�th the same reluctance, the
same �ndolence, as ever. Then once more the woman's vo�ce �s heard
through the patter�ng.

"Perhaps," says the vo�ce, "you have guessed that I am seek�ng a
husband? Yes, I AM seek�ng one—a good, steady muzh�k."

"But I am NOT a good, steady muzh�k."

"F�e, f�e!"

"What?" he sn�ggers. "A husband for you? The �mpudence of you! A
'husband'! Go along!"

"L�sten to me. I am t�red of tramp�ng."

"Then go home."

Th�s t�me there ensues a long pause. Then the woman says very softly:

"I have ne�ther home nor k�ndred."



"A l�e!" ejaculates the young fellow.

"No, by God �t �s not a l�e! The Mother of God forget me �f �t �s."

In these last words I can detect the note of tears. By th�s t�me the
s�tuat�on has become �ntolerable, for I am yearn�ng to r�se and k�ck the
young fellow out of the hut, and then to have a long and earnest talk w�th
h�s compan�on. "Oh that I could take her to my arms," I reflect, "and cher�sh
her as I would a poor lost ch�ld!"

After a wh�le the sounds of a new struggle between the pa�r are heard.

"Don't put me off l�ke that!" growls the young fellow.

"And don't you make any attempt upon me! I am not the sort of woman
to be forced."

The next moment there ar�ses a cry of pa�n and aston�shment.

"What was that for? What was that for?" the woman wa�ls.

W�th an answer�ng exclamat�on I spr�ng to my feet, for my feel�ngs have
become those of a w�ld beast.

At once everyth�ng grows qu�et aga�n, save that someone, crawls over
the floor and, �n leav�ng the hut, jars the latch of the crazy, s�ngle-h�nged
portal.

"It was not my fault," grumbles the young fellow. "It all came of that
st�nk�ng woman offer�ng herself to me. Bes�des, the place �s full of bugs,
and I cannot sleep."

"Beast!" pants someone �n the v�c�n�ty.

"Hold your tongue, b�tch!" �s the fellow's retort.

By now the ra�n has ceased, and such a�r as f�lters through the w�ndow
seems �ncreasedly st�fl�ng. Momentar�ly the hush grows deeper, unt�l the
breast feels f�lled w�th a sense of oppress�on, and the face and eyes as



though they were glued over w�th a web. Even when I step �nto the yard I
f�nd the place to be l�ke a cellar on a summer's day, when the very �ce has
melted �n the dark retreat, and the latter's black cav�ty �s charged w�th hot,
v�scous hum�d�ty.

Somewhere near me a woman �s gulp�ng out sobs. For a moment or two
I l�sten; then I approach her, and come upon her seated �n a corner w�th her
head �n her hands, and her body rock�ng to and fro as though she were
do�ng me obe�sance.

Yet I feel angry, somehow, and rema�n stand�ng before her w�thout
speak�ng—unt�l at length I ask:

"Are you mad?"

"Go away," �s, after a pause, her only reply.

"I heard all that you sa�d to that young fellow."

"Oh, d�d you? Then what bus�ness �s �t of yours? Are you my brother?"

Yet she speaks the words absent-m�ndedly rather than angr�ly. Around us
the d�m, blurred walls are peer�ng �n our d�rect�on w�th s�ghtless eyes, wh�le
�n the v�c�n�ty a bullock �s draw�ng deep breaths.

I seat myself by her s�de.

"Should you rema�n much longer �n that pos�t�on," I remark, "you w�ll
have a headache."

There follows no reply.

"Am I d�sturb�ng you?" I cont�nue.

"Oh no; not at all." And, lower�ng her hands, she looks at me. "Whence
do you come?"

"From N�zhn� Novgorod."



"Oh, from a long way off!"

"Do you care for that young fellow?"

Not for a moment or two does she answer; and when she does so she
answers as though the words have been rehearsed.

"Not part�cularly. It �s that he �s a strong young fellow who has lost h�s
way, and �s too much of a fool (as you too must have seen) to f�nd �t aga�n.
So I am very sorry for h�m. A good muzh�k ought to be well placed."

On the bell of the church there str�kes the hour of two. W�thout
�nterrupt�ng herself, the woman crosses her breast at each stroke.

"Always," she cont�nues, "I feel sorry when I see a f�ne young fellow
go�ng to the dogs. If I were able, I would take all such young men, and
restore them to the r�ght road."

"Then you are not sorry FOR YOURSELF?"

"Not for myself? Oh yes, for myself as well."

"Then why flaunt yourself before th�s booby, as you have been do�ng?"

"Because I m�ght reform h�m. Do you not th�nk so? Ah, you do not know
me."

A s�gh escapes her.

"He h�t you, I th�nk?" I venture.

"No, he d�d not. And �n any case you are not to touch h�m."

"Yet you cr�ed out?"

Suddenly she leans towards me, and says:

"Yes, he d�d str�ke me—he struck me on the breast, and would have
overpowered me had �t not been that I cannot, I w�ll not, do th�ngs



heartlessly, l�ke a cat. Oh, the brutes that men can be!"

Here the conversat�on undergoes an �nterrupt�on through the fact that
someone has come out to the hut door, and �s wh�stl�ng softly, as for a dog.

"There he �s!" wh�spers the woman.

"Then had I not best send h�m about h�s bus�ness?"

"No, no!" she excla�ms, catch�ng at my knees. "No need �s there for that,
no need �s there for that!"

Then w�th a low moan she adds:

"Oh Lord, how I p�ty our folk and the�r l�ves! Oh God our Father!"

Her shoulders heave, and presently she bursts �nto tears, w�th a wh�sper,
between the p�t�ful sobs, of:

"How, on such a n�ght as th�s, one remembers all that one has ever seen,
and the folk that ever one has known! And oh, how wear�some, wear�some
�t all �s! And how I should l�ke to cry throughout the world—But to cry
what? I know not—I have no message to del�ver."

That feel�ng I can understand as well as she, for all too often has �t
seemed to crush my soul w�th vo�celess long�ng.

Then, as I stroke her bowed head and qu�ver�ng shoulder, I ask her who
she �s; and presently, on grow�ng a l�ttle calmer, she tells me the h�story of
her l�fe.

She �s, �t appears, the daughter of a carpenter and bee-keeper. On her
mother's death, th�s man marr�ed a young woman, and allowed her, as
stepmother, to persuade h�m to place the narrator, Tat�ana, �n a convent,
where she (Tat�ana) l�ved from the age of n�ne t�ll adolescence, and,
meanwh�le, was taught her letters, and also a certa�n amount of manual
labour; unt�l, later, her father marr�ed her off to a fr�end of h�s, a well-to-do
ex-sold�er, who was act�ng as forester on the convent's estate.



As the woman relates th�s, I feel vexed that I cannot see her face—only a
d�m, round blur am�d wh�ch there looms what appears to be a pa�r of closed
eyes. Also, so complete �s the st�llness, that she can narrate her story �n a
barely aud�ble wh�sper; and I ga�n the �mpress�on that the pa�r of us are
s�tt�ng plunged �n a vo�d of darkness where l�fe does not ex�st, yet where we
are dest�ned to beg�n l�fe.

"However, the man was a l�bert�ne and a drunkard, and many a r�otous
n�ght d�d he spend w�th h�s cron�es �n the porter's lodge of the convent.
Also, he tr�ed to arouse a s�m�lar taste �n myself; and though for a t�me I
res�sted the tendency, I at length, on h�s tak�ng to beat�ng me, y�elded. Only
for one man, however, had I really a l�k�ng; and w�th h�m �t was, and not
w�th my husband, that I f�rst learnt the mean�ng of spousehood....
Unfortunately, my lover h�mself was marr�ed; and �n t�me h�s w�fe came to
hear of me, and procured my husband's d�sm�ssal. The ch�ef reason was that
the lady, a person of great wealth, was herself handsome, albe�t stout, and
d�d not care to see her place assumed by a nobody. Next, my husband d�ed
of dr�nk; and as my father had long been dead, and I found myself alone, I
went to see and consult my stepmother. All that she sa�d, however, was:
'Why come to me? Go and th�nk th�ngs out for yourself.' And I too then
reflected: 'Yes, why should I have gone to her?' and repa�red to the convent.
Yet even there there seemed to be no place left for me, and eventually old
Mother Ta�s�a, who had once been my governess, sa�d: 'Tat�ana, do you
return to the world, for there, and only there, w�ll you have a chance of
happ�ness. So to the world I returned—and st�ll am roam�ng �t."

"Your quest of happ�ness �s not follow�ng an easy road!"

"It �s follow�ng the road that �t best can."

By now the darkness has ceased to keep spread over us, as �t were, the
stretched web of a heavy curta�n, but has grown th�nner and more
transparent w�th the tens�on, save that, �n places (for �nstance, �n the
w�ndow of the hut), �t st�ll l�es �n th�ck folds or clots as �t peers at us w�th �ts
s�ghtless eyes.

Over the hummock-l�ke roofs of the huts r�se the church's steeple and the
poplar trees; wh�le h�ther and th�ther on the wall of the hut, the cracks and



holes �n the crumbl�ng plaster have caused the wall to resemble the map of
an unknown country.

Glanc�ng at the woman's dark eyes, I perce�ve them to be sh�n�ng as
pens�vely, �nnocently as the eyes of a young ma�den.

"You are �ndeed a cur�ous woman!" I remark.

"Perhaps I am," she repl�es as she mo�stens her l�ps w�th a slender,
almost fel�ne tongue.

"What are you really seek�ng?"

"I have cons�dered the matter, and know, at last, my m�nd. It �s th�s: I
hope some day to fall �n w�th a good muzh�k w�th whom to go �n search of
land. Probably land of the k�nd, I mean, �s to be found �n the ne�ghbourhood
of New Athos, [A monastery �n the Caucasus, bu�lt on the reputed s�te of a
cave tenanted by S�meon the Canaan�te] for I have been there already, and
know of a l�kely spot for the purpose. And there we shall set our place �n
order, and lay out a garden and an orchard, and prepare as much plough
land as we may need for our work�ng."

Her words are now f�rmer, more assured.

"And when we have put everyth�ng �n order, other folk may jo�n us; and
then, as the oldest settlers �n the place, we shall hold the pos�t�on of honour.
And thus th�ngs w�ll cont�nue unt�l a new v�llage, really a f�ne settlement,
w�ll have become formed—a settlement of wh�ch my husband w�ll be
selected the warden unt�l such t�me as I shall have made of h�m a bar�n
[Gentleman or squ�re] outr�ght. Also, ch�ldren may one day play �n that
garden, and a summer-house be bu�lt there. Ah, how del�ghtful such a l�fe
appears!"

In fact, she has planned out the future so thoroughly that already she can
descr�be the new establ�shment �n as much deta�l as though she has long
been a res�dent �n �t.



"Yes, I yearn �ndeed for a n�ce home!" she cont�nues. "Oh that such a
home could fall to my lot! But the f�rst requ�s�te, of course, �s a muzh�k."

Her gentle face and eyes peer �nto the wan�ng n�ght as though they asp�re
to caress everyth�ng upon wh�ch they may l�ght.

And all the wh�le I am feel�ng sorry for her—sorry almost to tears. To
conceal the fact I murmur:

"Should I myself su�t you?"

She g�ves a fa�nt laugh.

"No."

"Why not?"

"Because the �deas �n your m�nd are d�fferent from m�ne."

"How do you know what my �deas are?"

She edges away from me a l�ttle, then says dr�ly:

"Because I can see them �n your eyes. To be pla�n, I could never
consent."

W�th a f�nger tapp�ng upon the mouldy, gnarled old oaken stump on
wh�ch we are s�tt�ng, she adds:

"The Cossacks, for �nstance, l�ve comfortably enough; yet I do not l�ke
them."

"What �n them �s �t that d�spleases you?"

"Somehow they repel me. True, much of everyth�ng �s the�rs; yet also
they have ways wh�ch al�enate me."

Unable any longer to conceal from her my p�ty, I say gently:



"Never, I fear, w�ll you d�scover what you are seek�ng."

She shakes her head protest�ngly.

"And never ought a woman to be d�scouraged," she retorts. "Woman's
proper round �s to w�sh for a ch�ld, and to nurse �t, and, when �t has been
weaned, to get herself ready to have another one. That �s how woman
should l�ve. She should l�ve as pass spr�ng and summer, autumn and
w�nter."

I f�nd �t a pleasure to watch the play of the woman's �ntellectual features;
and though, also, I long to take her �n my arms, I feel that my better plan
w�ll be to seek once more the qu�et, empty steppe, and, bear�ng �n me the
recollect�on of th�s woman, to resume my lonely journey towards the reg�on
where the s�lver wall of the mounta�ns merges w�th the sky, and the dark
rav�nes gape at the steppe w�th the�r ch�lly jaws. At the moment, however, I
cannot so do, for the Cossacks have temporar�ly depr�ved me of my
passport.

"What are you yourself seek�ng?" she asks suddenly as aga�n she edges
towards me.

"S�mply noth�ng. My one des�re �s to observe how folk l�ve."

"And are you travell�ng alone?"

"I am."

"Even as am I. Oh God, how many lonely people there are �n the world!"

By th�s t�me the cattle are awaken�ng from slumber, and, w�th the�r soft
low�ngs, rem�nd�ng one of a p�pe wh�ch I used to hear played by a certa�n
bl�nd old man. Next, four t�mes, w�th unsteady touch, the drowsy watchman
str�kes h�s gong—tw�ce softly, once w�th a v�gour that clangs the metal
aga�n, and a fourth t�me w�th a mere tap of the �ron hammer aga�nst the
copper plate.

"What sort of l�ves do the major�ty of folk lead?"



"Sorry l�ves."

"Yes, that �s what I too have found."

A pause follows. Then the woman says qu�etly:

"See, dawn �s break�ng, yet never th�s n�ght have my eyes closed. Often I
am l�ke that; often I keep th�nk�ng and th�nk�ng unt�l I seem to be the only
human be�ng �n the world, and the only human be�ng dest�ned to re-order
�t."

"Many folk l�ve unworthy l�ves. They l�ve them am�d d�scord,
abasement, and wrongs �nnumerable, wrongs born of want and stup�d�ty."

And as the words leave my l�ps my m�nd loses �tself �n recollect�ons of
all the dark and harrow�ng and shameful scenes that I have beheld.

"L�sten," I say. "You may approach a man w�th noth�ng but good �n your
heart, and be prepared to surrender both your freedom and your strength;
yet st�ll he may fa�l to understand you ar�ght. And how shall he be blamed
for th�s, see�ng that never may he have been shown what �s good?"

She lays a hand upon my shoulder, and looks stra�ght �nto my eyes as
she parts her comely l�ps.

"True," she rejo�ns—"But, dear fr�end, �t �s also true that goodness never
barga�ns."

Together she and I seem to be dr�ft�ng towards a v�sta wh�ch �s com�ng to
look, as �t sloughs the shadow of n�ght, ever clearer and clearer. It �s a v�sta
of wh�te huts, s�lvery trees, a red church, and dew-bespangled earth. And as
the sun r�ses he reveals to us clustered, transparent clouds wh�ch, l�ke
thousands of snow-wh�te b�rds, go gl�d�ng over our heads.

"Yes," she wh�spers aga�n as gently she g�ves me a nudge. "As one
pursues one's lonely way one th�nks and th�nks—but of what? Dear fr�end,
you have sa�d that no one really cares what �s the matter. Ah, HOW true that
�s!"



Here she spr�ngs to her feet, and, pull�ng me up w�th her, glues herself to
my breast w�th a vehemence wh�ch causes me momentar�ly to push her
away. Upon th�s, burst�ng �nto tears, she tends towards me aga�n, and k�sses
me w�th l�ps so dry as almost to cut me—she k�sses me �n a way wh�ch
penetrates to my very soul.

"You have been oh, so good!" she wh�spers softly. As she speaks, the
earth seems to be s�nk�ng under my feet.

Then she tears herself away, glances around the courtyard, and darts to a
corner where, under a fence, a clump of herbage �s sprout�ng.

"Go now," she adds �n a wh�sper. "Yes, go."

Then, w�th a confused sm�le, as, crouch�ng among the herbage as though
�t had been a small cave, she rearranges her ha�r, she adds:

"It has befallen so. Ah, me! May God grant unto me H�s pardon!"

Aston�shed, feel�ng that I must be dream�ng, I gaze at her w�th grat�tude,
for I sense an extraord�nary l�ghtness to be present �n my breast, a rad�ant
vo�d through wh�ch joyous, �ntang�ble words and thoughts keep fly�ng as
swallows wheel across the f�rmament.

"Am�d a great sorrow," she adds, "even a small joy becomes a great
fel�c�ty."

Yet as I glance at the woman's bosom, whereon mo�st beads are stand�ng
l�ke dewdrops on the outer earth; as I glance at that bosom, whereon the
sun's rays are f�nd�ng a roseate reflect�on, as though the blood were ooz�ng
through the sk�n, my rapture d�es away, and turns to sorrow, heartache, and
tears. For �n me there �s a present�ment that before the l�v�ng ju�ce w�th�n
that bosom shall have borne fru�t, �t w�ll have become dr�ed up.

Presently, �n a tone almost of self-excuse, and one where�n the words
sound a l�ttle sadly, she cont�nues:



"T�mes there are when someth�ng comes pour�ng �nto my soul wh�ch
makes my breasts ache w�th the pa�n of �t. What �s there for me to do at
such moments save reveal my thoughts to the moon, or, �n the dayt�me, to a
r�ver? Oh God �n Heaven! And afterwards I feel as ashamed of myself!...
Do not look at me l�ke that. Why stare at me w�th those eyes, eyes so l�ke
the eyes of a ch�ld?"

"YOUR face, rather, �s l�ke a ch�ld's," I remark.

"What? Is �t so stup�d?"

"Someth�ng l�ke that."

As she fastens up her bod�ce she cont�nues:

"Soon the t�me w�ll be f�ve o'clock, when the bell w�ll r�ng for Mass. To
Mass I must go today, for I have a prayer to offer to the Mother of God...
Shall you be leav�ng here soon?"

"Yes—as soon, that �s to say, as I have rece�ved back my passport."

"And for what dest�nat�on?"

"For Alatyr. And you?"

She stra�ghtens her att�re, and r�ses. As she does so I perce�ve that her
h�ps are narrower than her shoulders, and that throughout she �s well-
proport�oned and symmetr�cal.

"I? As yet I do not know. True, I had thought of proceed�ng to Naltch�k,
but now, perhaps, I shall not do so, for all my future �s uncerta�n."

Upon that she extends to me a pa�r of strong, capable arms, and proposes
w�th a blush:

"Shall we k�ss once more before we part?"

She clasps me w�th the one arm, and w�th the other makes the s�gn of the
cross, add�ng:



"Good-bye, dear fr�end, and may Chr�st requ�te you for all your words,
for all your sympathy!"

"Then shall we travel together?"

At the words she frees herself, and says f�rmly, nay, sternly:

"Not so. Never would I consent to such a plan. Of course, had you been
a muzh�k—but no. Even then what would have been the use of �t, see�ng
that l�fe �s to be measured, not by a s�ngle hour, but by years?"

And, qu�etly sm�l�ng me a farewell, she moves away towards the hut,
wh�lst I, rema�n�ng seated, lose myself �n thoughts of her. W�ll she ever
overtake her quest �n l�fe? Shall I ever behold her aga�n?

The bell for early Mass beg�ns, though for some t�me past the hamlet has
been ast�r, and humm�ng �n a sedate and non-fest�ve fash�on.

I enter the hut to fetch my wallet, and f�nd the place empty. Ev�dently the
whole party has left by the gap �n the broken-down wall.

I repa�r, next, to the Ataman's off�ce, where I rece�ve back my passport
before sett�ng out to look for my compan�ons �n the square.

In s�m�lar fash�on to yesterday those "folk from Russ�a" are loll�ng
alongs�de the churchyard wall, and also have seated among them, lean�ng
h�s back aga�nst a log, the fat-jowled youth from Penza, w�th h�s bru�sed
face look�ng even larger and ugl�er than before, for the reason that h�s eyes
are sunken am�d purple protuberances.

Presently there arr�ves a newcomer �n the shape of an old man w�th a
grey head adorned w�th a faded velvet skull-cap, a po�nted beard, a lean,
w�thered frame, prom�nent cheekbones, a red, porous-look�ng, cunn�ngly
hooked nose, and the eyes of a th�ef.

H�m a flaxen-ha�red youth from Orel jo�ns w�th a s�m�lar youth �n
accost�ng.

"Why are YOU tramp�ng?" �nqu�res the former.



"And why are YOU?" the old man retorts �n nasal tones as, look�ng at no
one, he proceeds to mend the handle of a battered metal teapot w�th a p�ece
of w�re.

"We are travell�ng �n search of work, and therefore l�v�ng as we have
been commanded to l�ve."

"By WHOM commanded?"

"By God. Have you forgotten?"

Carelessly, but succ�nctly, the old man retorts:

"Take heed lest upon you, some day, God vom�t all the dust and l�tter
wh�ch you are ra�s�ng by tramp�ng H�s earth!"

"How?" cr�es one of the youths, a long-eared str�pl�ng.

"Were not Chr�st and H�s Apostles also tramps?"

"Yes, CHRIST," �s the old man's mean�ng reply as he ra�ses h�s sharp
eyes to those of h�s opponent. "But what are you talk�ng of, you fools? W�th
whom are you dar�ng to compare yourselves? Take care lest I report you to
the Cossacks!"

I have l�stened to many such arguments, and always found them
d�stasteful, even as I have done d�scuss�ons regard�ng the soul. Hence I feel
�ncl�ned to depart.

At th�s moment, however, Konev makes h�s appearance. H�s m�en �s
dejected, and h�s body persp�r�ng, wh�le h�s eyes keep bl�nk�ng rap�dly.

"Has any one seen Tanka—that woman from R�azan?" he �nqu�res. "No?
Then the b�tch must have bolted dur�ng the n�ght. The fact �s that,
overn�ght, someone gave me a drop or two to dr�nk, a mere dram, but
enough to lay me as fast asleep as a bear �n w�nter-t�me. And �n the
meant�me, she must have run away w�th that Penza fellow."

"No, HE �s here," I remark.



"Oh, he �s, �s he? Well, as what has the company reg�stered �tself? As a
set of �kon-pa�nters, I should th�nk!"

Aga�n he beg�ns to look anx�ously about h�m.

"Where can she have got to?" he quer�es.

"To Mass, maybe."

"Of course! Well, I am greatly sm�tten w�th her. Yes, my word I am!"

Nevertheless, when Mass comes to an end, and, to the sound of a merry
peal of bells, the well-dressed local Cossacks f�le out of church, and
d�str�bute themselves �n gaudy streams about the hamlet, no Tat�ana makes
her appearance.

"Then she IS gone," says Konev ruefully. "But I'll f�nd her yet! I'LL
come up w�th her!"

That th�s w�ll happen I do not feel conf�dent. Nor do I des�re that �t
should.

F�ve years later I am pac�ng the courtyard of the Metechsk� Pr�son �n
T�fl�s, and, as I do so, try�ng to �mag�ne for what part�cular offence I have
been �ncarcerated �n that place of conf�nement.

P�cturesquely gr�m w�thout, the �nst�tut�on �s, �nwardly, peopled w�th a
set of cheerful, but clumsy, humour�sts. That �s to say, �t would seem as
though, "by order of the author�t�es," the �nmates are present�ng a stage
spectacle �n wh�ch they are play�ng, w�ll�ngly and zealously, but w�th a
complete lack of exper�ence, �mperfectly comprehended roles as pr�soners,
warders, and gendarmes.

For �nstance, today, when a warder and a gendarme came to my cell to
escort me to exerc�se, and I sa�d to them, "May I be excused exerc�se today?
I am not very well, and do not feel l�ke, etcetera, etcetera," the gendarme, a
tall, handsome man w�th a red beard, held up to me a warn�ng f�nger.



"NO ONE," he sa�d, "has g�ven you perm�ss�on to feel, or not to feel,
l�ke do�ng th�ngs."

To wh�ch the warder, a man as dark as a ch�mney-sweep, w�th large blue
"wh�tes" to h�s eyes, added stutter�ngly:

"To no one here has perm�ss�on been g�ven to feel, or not to feel, l�ke
do�ng th�ngs. You hear that?"

So to exerc�se I went.

In th�s stone-paved yard the a�r �s as hot as �n an oven, for overhead there
lours only a small, flat patch of dull, drab-t�nted sky, and on three s�des of
the yard r�se h�gh grey walls, w�th, on the fourth, the entrance-gates, topped
by a sort of look-out post.

Over the roof of the bu�ld�ng there comes float�ng the dull roar of the
turbulent r�ver Kura, m�ngled w�th shouts from the hucksters of the Avlabar
Bazaar (the town's As�at�c quarter) and as a cross mot�f thrown �nto these
sounds, the s�gh�ng of the w�nd and the coo�ng of doves. In fact, to be here
�s l�ke be�ng �n a drum wh�ch a myr�ad drumst�cks are beat�ng.

Through the bars of the double l�ne of w�ndows on the second and the
th�rd stor�es peer the murky faces and towsled heads of some of the
�nmates. One of the latter sp�ts h�s furthest �nto the yard—ev�dently w�th the
�ntent�on of h�tt�ng myself: but all h�s efforts prove va�n. Another one
shouts w�th a mordant explet�ve:

"H�, you! Why do you keep tramp�ng up and down l�ke an old hen? Hold
up your head!"

Meanwh�le the �nmates cont�nue to �ntone �n concert a strange chant
wh�ch �s as tangled as a ske�n of wool after serv�ng as a playth�ng for a
k�tten's prolonged game of sport. Sadly the chant meanders, wavers, to a
h�gh, wa�l�ng note. Then, as �t were, �t soars yet h�gher towards the dull,
murky sky, breaks suddenly �nto a snarl, and, growl�ng l�ke a w�ld beast �n
terror, d�es away to g�ve place to a refra�n wh�ch co�ls, tr�ckles forth from
between the bars of the w�ndows unt�l �t has permeated the free, torr�d a�r.



As I l�sten to that refra�n, long fam�l�ar to me, �t seems to vo�ce
someth�ng �ntell�g�ble, and ag�tates my soul almost to a sense of agony....

Presently, wh�le pac�ng up and down �n the shadow of the bu�ld�ng, I
happen to glance towards the l�ne of w�ndows. Glued to the framework of
one of the �ron w�ndow-squares, I can d�scern a blue-eyed face. Overgrown
w�th an unt�dy sable beard �t �s, as well as stamped w�th a look of
perpetually gr�eved surpr�se.

"That must be Konev," I say to myself aloud.

Konev �t �s—Konev of the well-remembered eyes. Even at th�s moment
they are regard�ng me w�th puckered attent�on.

I throw around me a hasty glance. My own warder �s doz�ng on a shady
bench near the entrance. Two more warders are engaged �n throw�ng d�ce. A
fourth �s super�ntend�ng the pump�ng of water by two conv�cts, and
superc�l�ously mark�ng t�me for the�r lever w�th the formula, "Mashkam,
dashkam! Dashkam, mashkam!"

I move towards the wall.

"Is that you, Konev?" �s my �nqu�ry.

"It �s," he mutters as he thrusts h�s head a l�ttle further through the
grat�ng. "Yes, Konev I am, but who you are I have not a not�on."

"What are you here for?"

"For a matter of base co�n, though, to be truthful, I am here acc�dentally,
w�thout genu�ne cause."

The warder rouses h�mself, and, w�th h�s keys j�ngl�ng l�ke a set of
fetters, utters drows�ly the command:

"Do not stand st�ll. Also, move further from the wall. To approach �t �s
forb�dden."

"But �t �s so hot �n the m�ddle of the yard, s�r!"



"Everywhere �t �s hot," retorts the man reprov�ngly, and h�s head
subs�des aga�n. From above comes the wh�spered query:

"Who ARE you?"

"Well, do you remember Tat�ana, the woman from R�azan?"

"DO I remember her?" Konev's vo�ce has �n �t a touch of subdued
resentment. "DO I remember her? Why, I was tr�ed �n court together w�th
her!"

"Together w�th HER? Was she too sentenced for the pass�ng of base
co�n?"

"Yes. Why should she not have been? She was merely the v�ct�m of an
acc�dent, even as I was."

As I resume my walk �n the st�fl�ng shade I detect that, from the
w�ndows of the basement there �s �ssu�ng a smell of, �n equal parts, rotten
leather, mouldy gra�n, and dampness. To my m�nd there recur Tat�ana's
words: "Am�d a great sorrow even a small joy becomes a great fel�c�ty,"
and, "I should l�ke to bu�ld a v�llage on some land of my own, and create for
myself a new and better l�fe."

And to my recollect�on there recur also Tat�ana's face and yearn�ng,
hungry breast. As I stand th�nk�ng of these th�ngs, there come dropp�ng on
to my head from above the low-spoken, ashen-grey words:

"The ch�ef consp�rator �n the matter was her lover, the son of a pr�est. He
�t was who eng�neered the plot. He has been sentenced to ten years penal
serv�tude."

"And she?"

"Tat�ana Vas�l�evna? To the same, and I also. I leave for S�ber�a the day
after tomorrow. The tr�al was held at Kuta�r. In Russ�a I should have got off
w�th a l�ghter sentence than here, for the folk �n these parts are, one and all,
ev�l, barbar�c scoundrels."



"And Tat�ana, has she any ch�ldren?"

"How could she have wh�le l�v�ng such a rough l�fe as th�s? Of course
not! Bes�des, the pr�est's son �s a consumpt�ve."

"Indeed sorry for her am I!"

"So I expect." And �n Konev's tone there would seem to be a touch of
mean�ng. "The woman was a fool—of that there can be no doubt; but also
she was comely, as well as a person out of the common �n her p�ty for folk."

"Was �t then that you found her aga�n?"

"When?"

"On that Feast of the Assumpt�on?"

"Oh no. It was only dur�ng the follow�ng w�nter that I came up w�th her.
At the t�me she was serv�ng as governess to the ch�ldren of an old off�cer �n
Batum whose w�fe had left h�m."

Someth�ng snaps beh�nd me—someth�ng sound�ng l�ke the hammer of a
revolver. However, �t �s only the warder clos�ng the l�d of h�s huge watch
before restor�ng the watch to h�s pocket, g�v�ng h�mself a stretch, and
yawn�ng to the utmost extent of h�s jaws.

"You see, she had money, and, but for her restlessness, m�ght have l�ved
a comfortable l�fe enough. As �t was, her restlessness—"

"T�me for exerc�se �s up!" shouts the warder.

"Who are you?" adds Konev hast�ly. "Somehow I seem to remember
your face; but I cannot place �t."

Yet so stung am I w�th what I have heard that I move away �n s�lence:
save that just as I reach the top of the steps I turn to cry:

"Goodbye, mate, and g�ve her my greet�ng."



"What are you bawl�ng for?" blusters the warder....

The corr�dor �s d�m, and f�lled w�th an oppress�ve odour. The warder
sw�ngs h�s keys w�th a dry, th�n clash, and I, to dull the pa�n �n my heart,
str�ve to �m�tate h�m. But the attempt proves fut�le; and as the warder opens
the door of my cell he says severely:

"In w�th you, ten-years man!"

Enter�ng, I move towards the w�ndow. Between some grey sp�kes on a
wall I can just d�scern the bo�sterous current of the Kura, w�th sakl�
[warehouses] and houses glued to the oppos�te bank, and the f�gures of
some workmen on the roof of a tann�ng shed. Below, w�th h�s cap pushed to
the back of h�s head, a sentry �s pac�ng backwards and forwards.

Wear�ly my m�nd recalls the many scores of Russ�an folk whom �t has
seen per�sh to no purpose. And as �t does so �t feels crushed, as �n a v�ce,
beneath the burden of great and �nexorable sorrow w�th wh�ch all l�fe �s
dowered.

IN A MOUNTAIN DEFILE

In a mounta�n def�le near a l�ttle tr�butary of the Sunzha, there was be�ng
bu�lt a workman's barraque—a low, long ed�f�ce wh�ch rem�nded one of a
large coff�n l�d.

The bu�ld�ng was approach�ng complet�on, and, meanwh�le, a score of
carpenters were employed �n fash�on�ng th�n planks �nto doors of equal
th�nness, knock�ng together benches and tables, and f�tt�ng w�ndow-frames
�nto the small w�ndow-squares.

Also, to ass�st these carpenters �n the task of protect�ng the barraque
from tr�besmen's nocturnal ra�ds, the shr�ll-vo�ced young student of c�v�l



eng�neer�ng who had been set �n charge of the work had sent to the place, as
watchman, an ex-sold�er named Paul Ivanov�tch, a man of the Cossack
type, and myself.

Yet whereas we were out-at-elbows, the carpenters were sleek,
respectable, mon�ed, well-clad fellows. Also, there was someth�ng dour and
�rr�tat�ng about them, s�nce, for one th�ng, they had fa�led to respond to our
greet�ng on our f�rst appearance, and eyed us w�th noth�ng but d�sl�ke and
susp�c�on. Hence, hurt by the�r ch�lly att�tude, we had w�thdrawn from the�r
�mmed�ate ne�ghbourhood, constructed a causeway of stepp�ng stones to the
eastern bank of the r�vulet, and taken up our abode beneath the chaot�c grey
m�sts wh�ch enveloped the mounta�n s�de �n that d�rect�on.

Also, over the carpenters there was a foreman—a man whose bony
frame, clad �n a wh�te sh�rt and a pa�r of wh�te trousers, looked always as
though �t were ready-att�red for death. Moreover, he wore no cap to conceal
the yellow patch of baldness wh�ch covered most of h�s head, and, �n
add�t�on, h�s nose was squat and grey, h�s neck and face had over them sk�n
of a porous, pum�ce-l�ke cons�stency, h�s eyes were green and d�m, and
upon h�s features there was stamped a dead and d�sagreeable express�on. To
be cand�d, however, beh�nd the dark l�ps lay a set of f�ne, close teeth, wh�le
the ha�rs of the grey beard (a beard tr�mmed after the Tartar fash�on) were
th�ck and, seem�ngly, soft.

Never d�d th�s man put a hand actually to the work; always he kept
roam�ng about w�th the large, r�g�d-look�ng f�ngers of h�s hands tucked �nto
h�s belt, and h�s f�xed and express�onless eyes scann�ng the barraque, the
men, and the work as h�s l�ps vented some such l�nes as:

Oh God our Father, bound hast Thou
A crown of thorns upon my brow!
L�sten to my humble prayer!
L�ghten the burden wh�ch I bear!

"What on earth can be �n the man's m�nd?" once remarked the ex-sold�er,
w�th a frown�ng glance at the s�nger.



As for our dut�es, my mates and I had noth�ng to do, and soon began to
f�nd the t�me ted�ous. For h�s part, the man w�th the Cossack phys�ognomy
scaled the mounta�n s�de; whence he could be heard wh�stl�ng and snapp�ng
tw�gs w�th h�s heavy feet, wh�le the ex-sold�er selected a space between two
rocks for a shelter of ace-rose boughs, and, stretch�ng h�mself on h�s
stomach, fell to smok�ng strong mounta�n tobacco �n h�s large meerschaum
p�pe as d�mly, dream�ly he contemplated the play of the mounta�n torrent.
Lastly, I myself selected a seat on a rock wh�ch overhung the brook, d�pped
my feet �n the coolness of the water, and proceeded to mend my sh�rt.

At �ntervals, the def�le would convey to our ears a dull echo of sounds so
wholly at var�ance w�th the local�ty as muffled hammer-blows, a screech�ng
of saws, a rasp�ng of planes, and a confused murmur of human vo�ces.

Also, a mo�st breeze blew constantly from the dark-blue depths of the
def�le, and caused the st�ff, upr�ght larches on the knoll beh�nd the barraque
to rustle the�r boughs, and d�st�lled from the rank so�l the voluptuous scents
of ace-rose and p�tch-p�ne, and evoked �n the trees' qu�et gloom a soft,
croon�ng, somnolent lullaby.

About a sazhen [Fathom] below the level of the barraque there coursed
no�s�ly over �ts bed of stones a r�vulet wh�te w�th foam. Yet though of other
sounds �n the v�c�n�ty there were but few, the general effect was to suggest
that everyth�ng �n the ne�ghbourhood was speak�ng or s�ng�ng a tale of such
sort as to shame the human spec�es �nto s�lence.

On our own s�de of the valley the ground lay bathed �n sunsh�ne—lay
scorched to the po�nt of seem�ng to have spread over �t a t�ssue-cloth. Old
gold �n colour, wh�le from every s�de arose the sweet perfume of dr�ed
grasses, and �n dark clefts there could be seen sprout�ng the long, stra�ght
spears and f�ery, redd�sh, cone-shaped blossoms of that bold, hardy plant
wh�ch �s known to us as sax�frage—the plant of wh�ch the contemplat�on
makes one long to burst �nto mus�c, and f�lls one's whole body w�th
sensuous languor.

Laced w�th palp�tat�ng, snow-wh�te foam, the beaut�ful r�vulet pursued
�ts sport�ve way over tessellated stones wh�ch flashed through the edd�es of



the glassy, sunl�t, amber-coloured water w�th the s�lken sheen of a
patchwork carpet or costly shawl of Cashm�r.

Through the mouth of the def�le one could reach the valley of the
Sunzha, whence, s�nce men were ther, bu�ld�ng a ra�lway to Petrovsk on the
Casp�an Sea, there kept �ssu�ng and break�ng aga�nst the crags a dull rumble
of explos�ons, of �ron rasped aga�nst stone, of wh�stles of works
locomot�ves, and of an�mated human vo�ces.

From the barraque the d�stance to the po�nt where the def�le debouched
upon the valley was about a hundred paces, and as one �ssued thence one
could see, away to the left, the level steppes of the C�s-Caucasus, w�th a
boundary wall of blue h�lls, topped by the s�lver-hewn saddle of Mount
Elburz beh�nd �t. True, for the most part the steppes had a dry, yellow, sandy
look, w�th merely here and there dark patches of gardens or black poplar
clumps wh�ch rendered the golden glare more glar�ng st�ll; yet also there
could be d�scerned on the expanse farm bu�ld�ngs shaped l�ke lumps of
sugar or butter, w�th, �n the�r v�c�n�ty, toyl�ke human be�ngs and d�m�nut�ve
cattle—the whole sh�mmer�ng and melt�ng �n a m�rage born of the heat.
And at the mere s�ght of those steppes, w�th the�r embro�dery of s�lk under
the blue of the zen�th, one's muscles t�ghtened, and one felt �nsp�red w�th a
long�ng to spr�ng to one's feet, close one's eyes, and walk for ever w�th the
soft, mournful song of the waste croon�ng �n one's ears.

To the r�ght also of the def�le lay the w�nd�ng valley of the Sunzha, w�th
more h�lls; and above those h�lls hung the blue sky, and �n the�r flanks were
clefts wh�ch, full of grey m�st, kept em�tt�ng a ceaseless d�n of labour, a
sound of dull explos�ons, as a great pu�ssant force atta�ned release.

Yet almost at the same moment would that hurly-burly so merge w�th the
echo of our def�le, so become bur�ed �n the def�le's verdure and rock
crev�ces, that once more the place would seem to be s�ng�ng only �ts own
gentle, grac�ous song.

And, should one turn to glance up the def�le, �t could be seen to grow
narrower and narrower as �t ascended towards the m�sts, and the latter to
grow th�cker and th�cker unt�l the whole def�le was swathed �n a dark blue
pall. H�gher yet there could be d�scerned the br�ll�ant gleam of blue sky.



H�gher yet one could d�st�ngu�sh the �ce-capped peak of Kara Dagh,
float�ng and d�ssolv�ng am�d the ( from here) �nv�s�ble sunl�ght. H�ghest of
all aga�n brooded the serene, steadfast peace of heaven.

Also, everyth�ng was bathed �n a strange t�nt of blu�sh grey: to wh�ch
c�rcumstance must have been due the fact that always one's soul felt f�lled
w�th restlessness, one's heart st�rred to d�squ�etude, and f�red as w�th
�ntox�cat�on, charged w�th �ncomprehens�ble thoughts, and consc�ous as of a
summons to set forth for some unknown dest�nat�on.

The foreman of the carpenters shaded h�s eyes to gaze �n our d�rect�on;
and as he d�d so, he drawled and rasped out �n ted�ous fash�on:

"Some shall to the left be sent,
And �n the p�t of Hell l�e pent.
Wh�le others, hold�ng palm �n hand,
Shall on God's r�ght take up the�r stand."

"DID you hear that?" the ex-sold�er growled through clenched teeth.
"'Palm �n hand' �ndeed! Why, the fellow must be a Mennon�te or a Molokan,
though the two, really, are one, and absolutely �nd�st�ngu�shable, as well as
equally fool�sh. Yes, 'palm �n hand' �ndeed!"

S�m�larly could I understand the ex-sold�er's �nd�gnat�on, for, l�ke h�m, I
felt that such dreary, monotonous s�ng�ng was altogether out of place �n a
spot where everyth�ng could troll a song so del�ghtful as to lead one to w�sh
to hear noth�ng more, to hear only the wh�sper�ng of the forest and the
babbl�ng of the stream. And espec�ally out of place d�d the terms "palm"
and "Mennon�te" appear.

Yet I had no great love for the ex-sold�er. Somehow he jarred upon me.
M�ddle-aged, squat, square, and bleached w�th the sun, he had faded eyes,
flattened-out features, and an express�on of restless moroseness. Never
could I make out what he really wanted, what he was really seek�ng. For
�nstance, once, after rev�ew�ng the Caucasus from Khassav-Urt to
Novoross�sk, and from Batum to Derbent, and, dur�ng the rev�ew, cross�ng



the mounta�n range by three d�fferent routes at least, he remarked w�th a
d�sparag�ng sm�le:

"I suppose the Lord God made the country."

"You do not l�ke �t, then? How should I? Good for noth�ng �s what I call
�t."

Then, w�th a further glance at me, and a tw�st of h�s s�newy neck, he
added:

"However, not bad altogether are �ts forests."

A nat�ve of Kaluga, he had served �n Tashkend, and, �n f�ght�ng w�th the
Chech�ntzes of that reg�on, had been wounded �n the head w�th a stone. Yet
as he told me the story of th�s �nc�dent, he sm�led shamefacedly, and,
throughout, kept h�s glassy eyes f�xed upon the ground.

"Though I am ashamed to confess �t," he sa�d, "once a woman ch�pped a
p�ece out of me. You see, the women of that reg�on are shr�ek�ng dev�ls—
there �s no other word for �t; and when we captured a v�llage called Akhal-
T�apa a number of them had to be cut up, so that they lay about �n heaps,
and the�r blood made walk�ng sl�ppery. Just as our company of the reserve
entered the street, someth�ng caught me on the head. Afterwards, I learnt
that a woman on a roof had thrown a stone, and, l�ke the rest, had had to be
put out of the way."

Here, kn�tt�ng h�s brows, the ex-sold�er went on �n more ser�ous ve�n:

"Yet all that folk used to say about those women, about the�r hav�ng
beards to shave, turned out to be so much goss�p, as I ascerta�ned for
myself. I d�d so by l�ft�ng the woman's sk�rt on the po�nt of my bayonet,
when I perce�ved that, though she was lean, and smelt l�ke a goat, she was
qu�te as regular as, as—"

"Th�ngs must have been �ndeed terr�ble on that exped�t�on!" I �nterposed.



"I do not know for certa�n, s�nce, though men who took an actual part �n
the exped�t�on's engagements have sa�d that they were so (the Chech�ntze �s
a v�c�ous brute, and never g�ves �n), I myself know but l�ttle of the affa�r,
s�nce I spent my whole t�me �n the reserve, and never once d�d my company
advance to the assault. No, �t merely lay about on the sand, and f�red at long
range. In fact, noth�ng but sand was to be seen thereabouts; nor d�d we ever
succeed �n f�nd�ng out what the f�ght�ng was for. True, �f a p�ece of country
be good, �t �s �n our �nterest to take �t; but �n the present case the country
was poor and bare, w�th never a r�ver �n s�ght, and a cl�mate so hot that all
one thought of was one's mortal need of a dr�nk. In fact, some of our
fellows d�ed of th�rst outr�ght. Moreover, �n those parts there grows a sort of
m�llet called dzhugar—m�llet wh�ch not only has a horr�ble taste, but proves
absolutely delus�ve, s�nce the more one eats of �t, the less one feels f�lled."

As the ex-sold�er told me the tale colourlessly and reluctantly, w�th
frequent pauses between the sentences (as though e�ther he found �t d�ff�cult
to recall the exper�ence or he were th�nk�ng of someth�ng else), he never
once looked me stra�ght �n the face, but kept h�s eyes shamefacedly f�xed
upon the ground.

Unw�eld�ly and unhealth�ly stout, he always conveyed to me the
�mpress�on of be�ng charged w�th a vague d�scontent, a sort of capt�ous
�nert�a.

"Absolutely unf�t for settlement �s th�s country" he cont�nued as he
glanced around h�m. "It �s f�t only to do noth�ng �n. For that matter, one
doesn't WANT to do anyth�ng �n �t, save to l�ve w�th one's eyes bulg�ng l�ke
a drunkard's—for the cl�mate �s too hot, and the place smells l�ke a
chem�st's shop or a hosp�tal."

Nevertheless, for the past e�ght years had he been roam�ng th�s "too hot"
country, as though fasc�nated!

"Why not return to R�azan?" I suggested.

"Noth�ng would there be there for me to do," he repl�ed through h�s
teeth, and w�th an odd d�v�s�on of h�s words.



My f�rst encounter w�th h�m had been at the ra�lway stat�on at Armav�r,
where, purple �n the face w�th exc�tement, he had been stamp�ng l�ke a
horse, and, w�th d�stended eyes, h�ss�ng, or, rather, snarl�ng, at a couple of
Greeks:

"I'll tear the flesh from your bones!"

Meanwh�le the two lean, w�thered, ragged, �dent�cally s�m�lar den�zens
of Hellas had been bar�ng the�r sharp wh�te teeth at �ntervals, and say�ng
apologet�cally:

"What has angered you, s�r?"

F�nally, regardless of the Greeks' words, the ex-sold�er had beat h�s
breast l�ke a drum, and shouted �n accents of �ncreased venom:

"Now, where are you l�v�ng? In Russ�a, do you say? Then who �s
support�ng you there? Aha-a-a! Russ�a, �t �s sa�d, �s a good foster-mother. I
expect you say the same."

And, lastly, he had approached a fat, grey-headed, bemedalled gendarme,
and compla�ned to h�m:

"Everyone curses us born Russ�ans, yet everyone comes to l�ve w�th us
—Greeks, Germans, Songs, and the lot. And wh�le they get the�r l�vel�hood
here, and cat and dr�nk the�r f�ll, they cont�nue to curse us. A scandal, �s �t
not?"

The th�rd member of our party was a man of about th�rty who wore a
Cossack cap over h�s left ear, and had a Cossack forelock, rounded features,
a large nose, a dark moustache, and a retrousse l�p. When the volat�le young
eng�neer�ng student f�rst brought h�m to us and sa�d, "Here �s another man
for you," the newcomer glanced at me through the lashes of h�s elus�ve eyes
—then plunged h�s hands �nto the pockets of h�s Turk�sh overalls. Just as
we were depart�ng, however, he w�thdrew one hand from the left trouser
pocket, passed �t slowly over the dark br�stles of h�s unshaven ch�n, and
asked �n mus�cal tones:



"Do you come from Russ�a?"

"Whence else, I should l�ke to know?" snapped the ex-sold�er gruffly.

Upon th�s the newcomer tw�sted h�s r�ght-hand moustache then replaced
h�s hand �n h�s pocket. Broad-shouldered, sturdy, and well-bu�lt throughout,
he walked w�th the str�de of a man who �s accustomed to cover long
d�stances. Yet w�th h�m he had brought ne�ther wallet nor gr�psack, and
somehow h�s superc�l�ous, retrousse upper l�p and th�ckly fr�nged eyes
�rr�tated me, and �ncl�ned me to be susp�c�ous of, and even act�vely to
d�sl�ke, the man.

Suddenly, wh�le we were proceed�ng along the causeway by the s�de of
the r�vulet, he turned to us, and sa�d, as he nodded towards the sport�vely
cours�ng water:

"Look at the matchmaker!"

The ex-sold�er ho�sted h�s bleached eyebrows, and gazed around h�m for
a moment �n bew�lderment. Then he wh�spered:

"The fool!"

But, for my own part, I cons�dered that what the man had sa�d was
appos�te; that the rugged, bo�sterous l�ttle r�ver d�d �ndeed resemble some
fussy, l�ght-hearted old lady who loved to arrange affa�res du coeur both for
her own pr�vate amusement and for the purpose of enabl�ng other folk to
real�se the joys of affect�on am�d wh�ch she was l�v�ng, and of wh�ch she
would never grow weary, and to wh�ch she des�red to �ntroduce the rest of
the world as speed�ly as poss�ble.

S�m�larly, when we arr�ved at the barraque th�s man w�th the Cossack
face glanced at the r�vulet, and then at the mounta�ns and the sky, and,
f�nally, appra�sed the scene �n one pregnant, comprehens�ve exclamat�on of
"Slavno!" [How splend�d!]

The ex-sold�er, who was engaged �n r�dd�ng h�mself of h�s knapsack,
stra�ghtened h�mself, and asked w�th h�s arms set ak�mbo:



"WHAT �s �t that �s so splend�d?"

For a moment or two the newcomer merely eyed the squat f�gure of h�s
quest�oner—a f�gure upon wh�ch hung drab shreds as l�chen hangs upon a
stone. Then he sa�d w�th a sm�le:

"Cannot you see for yourself? Take that mounta�n there, and that cleft �n
the mounta�n—are they not good to look at?"

And as he moved away, the ex-sold�er gaped after h�m w�th a repeated
wh�sper of:

"The fool!"

To wh�ch presently he added �n a louder, as well as a myster�ous, tone:

"I have heard that occas�onally they send fever pat�ents h�ther for the�r
health."

The same even�ng saw two sturdy women arr�ve w�th supper for the
carpenters; whereupon the clatter of labour ceased, and therefore the
rustl�ng of the forest and the murmur�ng of the r�vulet became the more
d�st�nct.

Next, del�berately, and w�th many coughs, the ex-sold�er set to work to
collect some tw�gs and ch�ps for the purpose of l�ght�ng a f�re. After wh�ch,
hav�ng arranged a kettle over the flames, he sa�d to me suggest�vely:

"You too should collect some f�rewood, for �n these parts the n�ghts are
dark and ch�lly."

I set forth �n search of ch�ps among the stones wh�ch lay around the
barraque, and, �n so do�ng, stumbled across the newcomer, who was ly�ng
w�th h�s body rest�ng on an elbow, and h�s head on h�s hand, as he conned a
manuscr�pt spread out before h�m. As he ra�sed h�s eyes to gaze vaguely,
�nqu�r�ngly �nto my face, I saw that one of h�s eyes was larger than the
other.



Ev�dently he d�v�ned that he �nterested me, for he sm�led. Yet so taken
aback by th�s was I, that I passed on my way w�thout speak�ng.

Meanwh�le the carpenters, d�sposed �n two c�rcles around the barraque (a
c�rcle to each woman), partook of a s�lent supper.

Deeper and deeper grew the shadow of n�ght over the def�le. Warmer
and warmer, denser and denser, grew the a�r, unt�l the tw�l�ght caused the
slopes of the mounta�ns to soften �n outl�ne, and the rocks to seem to swell
and merge w�th the blu�sh-blackness wh�ch overhung the bed of the def�le,
and the super�mposed he�ghts to form a s�ngle apparent whole, and the
scene �n general to resolve �tself �nto, become un�ted �nto, one compact
bulk.

Qu�etly then d�d t�nts h�therto red ext�ngu�sh the�r tremulous glow—
softly there flared up, dusted purple �n the sunset's sheen, the peak of Kara
Dagh. V�ce versa, the foam of the r�vulet now blushed to red, and,
seem�ngly, assuaged �ts vehemence—flowed w�th a deeper, a more pens�ve,
note; wh�le s�m�larly the forest hushed �ts vo�ce, and appeared to stoop
towards the water wh�le em�tt�ng ever more powerful, �ntox�cat�ng odours
to m�ngle w�th the res�nous, cloy�ngly sweet perfume of our wood f�re.

The ex-sold�er squatted down before the l�ttle blaze, and rearranged
some fuel under the kettle.

"Where �s the other man?" sa�d he. "Go and fetch h�m."

I departed for the purpose, and, on my way, heard one of the carpenters
�n the ne�ghbourhood of the barraque say �n a th�ck, unctuous, s�ng-song
vo�ce.

"A great work �s �t �ndeed!"

Whereafter I heard the two women fall to drawl�ng �n low, hungry
accents:

"W�th the flesh I'll conquer pa�n;
The sp�r�t shall my lust restra�n;



All-supreme the soul shall re�gn;
And carnal v�ces lure �n va�n."

True, the women pronounced the�r words d�st�nctly enough; yet always
they prolonged the f�nal "u" sound of the stanza's f�rst and th�rd l�nes unt�l,
as the melody floated away �nto the darkness, and, as �t were, sank to earth,
�t came to resemble the long-drawn howl of a wolf.

In answer to my �nv�tat�on to come to supper, the newcomer sprang to
h�s feet, folded up h�s manuscr�pt, stuffed �t �nto one of the pockets of h�s
ragged coat, and sa�d w�th a sm�le:

"I had just been go�ng to resort to the carpenters, for they would have
g�ven us some bread, I suppose? Long �s �t s�nce I tasted anyth�ng."

The same words he repeated on our approach�ng the ex-sold�er; much as
though he took a pleasure �n the�r phraseology.

"You suppose that they would have g�ven us bread?" echoed the ex-
sold�er as he unfastened h�s wallet. "Not they! No love �s lost between them
and ourselves."

"Whom do you mean by 'ourselves'?"

"Us here—you and myself—all Russ�an folk who may happen to be �n
these parts. From the way �n wh�ch those fellows keep s�ng�ng about palms,
I should judge them to be sectar�ans of the sort called Mennon�tes."

"Or Molokans, rather?" the other man suggested as he seated h�mself �n
front of the f�re.



"Yes, or Molokans. Molokans or Mennon�tes—they're all one. It �s a
German fa�th and though such fellows love a Teuton, they do not exactly
welcome US."

Upon th�s the man w�th the Cossack forelock took a sl�ce of bread wh�ch
the ex-sold�er cut from a loaf, w�th an on�on and a p�nch of salt. Then, as he
regarded us w�th a pa�r of good-humoured eyes, he sa�d, balanc�ng h�s food
on the palms of h�s hands:

"There �s a spot on the Sunzha, near here, where those fellows have a
colony of the�r own. Yes, I myself have v�s�ted �t. True, those fellows are
hard enough, but at the same t�me to speak pla�nly, NO ONE �n these parts
has any regard for us s�nce only too many of the sort of Russ�an folk who
come here �n search of work are not overly-des�rable."

"Where do you yourself come from?" The ex-sold�er's tone was severe.

"From Kursk, we m�ght say."

"From Russ�a, then?"

"Yes, I suppose so. But I have no great op�n�on even of myself."

The ex-sold�er glanced d�strustfully at the newcomer. Then he remarked:

"What you say �s cant, sheer Jesu�t�sm. It �s fellows l�ke THOSE, rather,
that ought to have a poor op�n�on of themselves."

To th�s the other made no reply—merely he put a p�ece of bread �nto h�s
mouth. For a moment or two the ex-sold�er eyed h�m frown�ngly. Then he
cont�nued:

"You seem to me to be a nat�ve of the Don country?"

"Yes, I have l�ved on the Don as well."

"And also served �n the army?"



"No. I was an only son."

"Of a m�estchan�n?" [A member of the small commerc�al class.]

"No, of a merchant."

"And your name—?"

"Is Vas�l�."

The last reply came only after a pause, and reluctantly; wherefore,
perce�v�ng that the Kurskan had no part�cular des�re to d�scuss h�s own
affa�rs, the ex-sold�er sa�d no more on the subject, but l�fted the kettle from
the f�re.

The Molokans also had k�ndled a blaze beh�nd the corner of the
barraque, and now �ts glow was l�ck�ng the yellow boards of the structure
unt�l they seemed almost to be l�quescent, to be about to d�ssolve and flow
over the ground �n a golden stream.

Presently, as the�r fervour �ncreased, the carpenters, �nv�s�ble am�d the
obscur�ty, fell to s�ng�ng hymns—the basses �nton�ng monotonously, "S�ng,
thou Holy Angel!" and vo�ces of h�gher p�tch respond�ng, coldly and
formally.

"S�ng ye!
S�ng glory unto Chr�st, thou Angel of Hol�ness!
S�ng ye!
Our s�ng�ng w�ll we add unto Th�ne,
Thou Angel of Hol�ness!"

And though the chorus fa�led altogether to dull the splash�ng of the
r�vulet and the babbl�ng of the by-cut over a bed of stones, �t seemed out of
place �n th�s part�cular spot; �t aroused resentment aga�nst men who could
not th�nk of a lay more atune w�th the part�cular l�v�ng, breath�ng objects
around us.

Gradually darkness enveloped the def�le unt�l only over the mouth of the
pass, over the spot where, gleam�ng a br�ll�ant blue, the r�vulet escaped �nto



a cleft that was overhung w�th a m�st of a deeper shade, was there not yet
suspended the curta�n of the Southern n�ght.

Presently, the gloom caused one of the rocks �n our v�c�n�ty to assume
the gu�se of a monk who, kneel�ng �n prayer, had h�s head adorned w�th a
po�nted skull-cap, and h�s face bur�ed �n h�s hands. S�m�larly, the stems of
the trees st�rred �n the f�rel�ght unt�l they developed the semblance of a f�le
of fr�ars enter�ng, for early Mass, the porch of the�r chapel-of-ease.

To my m�nd there then recurred a certa�n occas�on when, on just such a
dark and sultry n�ght as th�s, I had been seated tale-tell�ng under the
boundary-wall of a row of monast�c cells �n the Don country. Suddenly I
had heard a w�ndow above my head open, and someone excla�m �n a k�ndly,
youthful vo�ce:

"The Mother of God be blessed for all th�s goodly world of ours!"

And though the w�ndow had closed aga�n before I had had t�me to
d�scern the speaker, I had known that there was res�dent �n the monastery a
fr�ar who had large eyes, and a l�mp, and just such a face as had Vas�l� here;
wherefore, �n all probab�l�ty �t had been he who had breathed the
bened�ct�on upon mank�nd at large, for the reason that moments there are
when all human�ty seems to be one's own body, and �n oneself there seems
to beat the heart of all human�ty....

Vas�l� consumed h�s food del�berately as, break�ng off morsels from h�s
sl�ce, and neatly part�ng h�s moustache, he placed the morsels �n h�s mouth
w�th a cur�ous st�rr�ng of two globules wh�ch underlay the sk�n near the
ears.

The ex-sold�er, however, merely n�bbled at h�s food—he ate but l�ttle,
and that laz�ly. Then he extracted a p�pe from h�s breast pocket, f�lled �t w�th
tobacco, l�t �t w�th a faggot taken from the f�re, and sa�d as he set h�mself to
l�sten to the s�ng�ng of the Molokans:

"They are f�lled full, and have started bleat�ng. Always folk l�ke them
seek to be on the r�ght s�de of the Alm�ghty."



"Does that hurt you �n any way?" Vas�l� asked w�th a sm�le.

"No, but I do not respect them—they are less sa�nts than humbugs, than
prevar�cators whose f�rst word �s God, and second word rouble."

"How do you know that?" cr�ed Vas�l� amusedly. "And even �f the�r f�rst
word IS God, and the�r second word rouble, we had best not be too hard
upon them, s�nce �f they chose to be hard upon US, where should WE be?
Yes, we have only to open our mouths to speak a word or two for ourselves,
and we should f�nd every f�st at our teeth."

"Qu�te so," the ex-sold�er agreed as, tak�ng up a square of scantl�ng, he
exam�ned �t attent�vely.

"Whom DO you respect?" Vas�l� cont�nued after a pause.

"I respect," the ex-sold�er sa�d w�th some emphas�s, "only the Russ�an
people, the true Russ�an people, the folk who labour on land whereon
labour �s hard. Yet who are the folk whom you f�nd HERE? In th�s part of
the world the bus�ness of l�v�ng �s an easy one. Much of every sort of
natural produce �s to be had, and the so�l �s generous and l�ght—you need
but to scratch �t for �t to bear, and for yourself to reap. Yes, �t �s �ndulgent to
a fault. Rather, �t �s l�ke a ma�den. Do but touch her, and a ch�ld w�ll arr�ve."

"Agreed," was Vas�l�'s remark as he drank tea from a t�n mug. "Yet to
th�s very part of the world �s �t that I should l�ke to transport every soul �n
Russ�a."

"And why?"

"Because here they could earn a l�v�ng."

"Then �s not that poss�ble �n Russ�a?"

"Well, why are you yourself here?"

"Because I am a man lack�ng t�es."

"And why are you lack�ng t�es?"



"Because �t has been so ordered—�t �s, so to speak, my lot."

"Then had you not better cons�der WHY �t �s your lot?"

The ex-sold�er took h�s p�pe from h�s mouth, let fall the hand wh�ch held
�t, and smoothed h�s pla�n features �n s�lent amazement. Then he excla�med
�n uncouth, querulous tones:

"Had I not better cons�der WHY �t �s my lot, and so forth? Why, damn �t,
the causes are many. For one th�ng, �f one has ne�ghbours who ne�ther l�ve
nor see th�ngs as oneself does, but are uncongen�al, what does one do? One
just leaves them, and clears out—more espec�ally �f one be ne�ther a pr�est
nor a mag�strate. Yet YOU say that I had better cons�der why th�s �s my lot.
Do you th�nk that YOU are the only man able to cons�der th�ngs, possessed
of a bra�n?"

And �n an access of fury the speaker replaced h�s p�pe, and sat frown�ng
�n s�lence. Vas�l� eyed h�s �nterlocutor's features as the f�rel�ght played red
upon them, and, f�nally, sa�d �n an undertone:

"Yes, �t �s always so. We fa�l to get on w�th our ne�ghbours, yet lack a
charter of our own, so, hav�ng no roots to hold us, just fall to wander�ng,
troubl�ng other folk, and earn�ng d�sl�ke!"

"The d�sl�ke of whom?" gruffly quer�ed the ex-sold�er.

"The d�sl�ke of everyone, as you yourself have sa�d!"

In answer the ex-sold�er merely em�tted a cloud of smoke wh�ch
completely concealed h�s form. Yet Vas�l�'s vo�ce had �n �t an agreeable
note, and was flex�ble and �ngrat�at�ng, wh�le enunc�at�ng �ts words roundly
and d�st�nctly.

A mounta�n owl, one of those splend�d brown creatures wh�ch have the
crafty phys�ognomy of a cat, and the sharp grey ears of a mouse, made the
forest echo w�th �ts obtrus�ve cry. A b�rd of th�s spec�es I once encountered
among the def�le's crags, and as the creature sa�led over my head �t startled
me w�th the glassy eyes wh�ch, as round as buttons, seemed to be l�t from



w�th�n w�th menac�ng f�re. Indeed, for a moment or two I stood half-
stupef�ed w�th terror, for I could not conce�ve what the creature was.

"Whence d�d you get that splend�d p�pe?" next asked Vas�l� as he rolled
h�mself a c�garette. "Surely �t �s a p�pe of old German make?"

"You need not fear that I stole �t," the ex-sold�er responded as he
removed �t from h�s l�ps and regarded �t proudly. "It was g�ven me by a
woman."

To wh�ch, w�th a wh�ms�cal w�nk, he added a s�gh.

"Tell me how �t happened," sa�d Vas�l� softly. Then he flung up h�s arms,
and stretched h�mself w�th a despondent cry of:

"Ah, these n�ghts here! Never aga�n may God send me such bad ones!
Try to sleep as one may, one never succeeds. Far eas�er, �ndeed, �s �t to sleep
dur�ng the dayt�me, prov�ded that one can f�nd a shady spot. Dur�ng such
n�ghts I go almost mad w�th th�nk�ng, and my heart swells and murmurs."

The ex-sold�er, who had l�stened w�th mouth agape and eyebrows ra�sed
even h�gher than usual, responded to th�s:

"It �s the same w�th me. If one could only—What d�d you say?"

Th�s last was addressed to myself, who had been about to remark, "The
same w�th me also," but on see�ng the pa�r exchang�ng a strange glance (as
though �nvoluntar�ly they had surpr�sed one another), had left the words
unspoken. My compan�ons then set themselves to a mutually eager
quest�on�ng w�th respect to the�r respect�ve �dent�t�es, past exper�ences,
places of or�g�n, and dest�nat�ons, even as though they had been two
k�nsmen who, meet�ng unexpectedly, had d�scovered for the f�rst t�me the�r
bond of relat�onsh�p.

Meanwh�le the black, fr�nged boughs of the p�ne trees hung stretched
over the flames of the Molokans' f�re as though they would catch some of
the f�re's glow and warmth, or se�ze �t altogether, and put �t out. And when,
at t�mes, the�r red tongues projected beyond the corner of the barraque, they



made the bu�ld�ng look as though �t had caught al�ght, and extended the�r
glow even to the r�vulet. Constantly the n�ght was grow�ng denser and more
st�fl�ng; constantly �t seemed to embrace the body more and more
caress�ngly, unt�l one bathed �n �t as �n an ocean. Also, much as a wave
removes d�rt from the sk�n, so the softly vocal darkness seemed to refresh
and cleanse the soul. For �t �s on such n�ghts as that that the soul dons �ts
f�nest ra�ment, and trembles l�ke a br�de at the expectat�on of someth�ng
glor�ous.

"You say that she had a squ�nt?" presently I heard Vas�l� cont�nue �n an
undertone, and the ex-sold�er slowly reply:

"Yes, she had one from ch�ldhood upwards—she had one from the day
when a fall from a cart caused her to �njure her eyes. Yet, �f she had not
always gone about w�th one of her eyes shaded, you would never have
guessed the fact. Also, she was so neat and pract�cal! And her k�ndness—
well, �t was k�ndness as �nexhaust�ble as the water of that r�vulet there; �t
was k�ndness of the sort that w�shed well to all the world, and to all
an�mals, and to every beggar, and even to myself! So at last there gr�pped
my heart the thought, 'Why should I not try a sold�er's luck? She �s the
master's favour�te—true; yet none the less the attempt shall be made by me.'
However, th�s way or that, always the reply was 'No'; always she put out at
me an elbow, and cut me short."

Vas�l�, ly�ng prone upon h�s back, tw�tched h�s moustache, and chewed a
stalk of grass. H�s eyes were fully open, and for the second t�me I perce�ved
that one of them was larger than the other. The ex-sold�er, seated near
Vas�l�'s shoulder, st�rred the f�re w�th a b�t of charred st�ck, and sent sparks
of gold fly�ng to jo�n the m�dges wh�ch were gl�d�ng to and fro over the
blaze. Ever and anon n�ght-moths subs�ded �nto the flames w�th a plop,
crackled, and became changed �nto lumps of black. For my own part, I
constructed a couch on a p�le of p�ne boughs, and there lay down. And as I
l�stened to the ex-sold�er's fam�l�ar story, I recalled persons whom I had on
one and another occas�on remembered, and speeches wh�ch on one and
another occas�on had made an �mpress�on upon me.

"But at last," the ex-sold�er cont�nued, "I took heart of grace, and caught
her �n a barn. Press�ng her �nto a corner, I sa�d: 'Now let �t be yes or no. Of,



course �t shall be as you w�sh, but remember that I am a sold�er w�th a small
stock of pat�ence.' Upon that she began to struggle and excla�m: 'What do
you want? What do you want?' unt�l, burst�ng �nto tears l�ke a g�rl, she sa�d
through her sobs: 'Do not touch me. I am not the sort of woman for you.
Bes�des, I love another—not our master, but another, a workman, a former
lodger of ours. Before he departed he sa�d to me: "Wa�t for me unt�l I have
found you a n�ce home, and returned to fetch you"; and though �t �s
seventeen years s�nce I heard speech or wh�sper of h�m, and maybe he has
s�nce forgotten me, or fallen �n love w�th someone else, or come to gr�ef, or
been murdered, you, who are a map, w�ll understand that I must b�de a l�ttle
wh�le longer.' True, th�s offended me (for �n what respect was I any worse
than the other man?); yet also I felt sorry for her, and gr�eved that I should
have wronged her by th�nk�ng her fr�volous, when all the t�me there had
been THIS at her heart. I drew back, therefore—I could not lay a f�nger
upon her, though she was �n my power. And at last I sa�d: 'Good-bye! I am
go�ng away.' 'Go,' she repl�ed. 'Yes, go for the love of Chr�st!'... Wherefore,
on the follow�ng even�ng I settled accounts w�th our master, and at dawn of
a Sunday morn�ng packed my wallet, took w�th me th�s p�pe, and departed.
'Yes, take the p�pe, Paul Ivanov�tch,' she sa�d before my departure. 'Perhaps
�t w�ll serve to keep you �n remembrance of me—you whom henceforth I
shall regard as a brother, and whom I thank.'... As I walked away I was very
n�gh to tears, so keen was the pa�n �n my heart. Aye, keen �t was �ndeed!"

"You d�d r�ght," Vas�l� remarked softly after a pause.

"Th�ngs must always so befall. Always must �t be a case e�ther of 'Yes?'
'Yes,' and of folk com�ng together, or of 'No' 'No,' and of folk part�ng. And
�nvar�ably the one person �n the case gr�eves the other. Why should that
be?"

Em�tt�ng a cloud of grey smoke, the ex-sold�er repl�ed thoughtfully:

"Yes, I know I d�d r�ght; but that r�ght was done only at a great cost."

"And always that too �s the case," Vas�l� agreed. Then he added:

"Generally such fortune falls to the lot of people who have tender
consc�ences. He who values h�mself also values h�s fellows; but,



unfortunately a man all too seldom values even h�mself."

"To whom are you referr�ng? To you and myself?"

"To our Russ�an folk �n general."

"Then you cannot have very much respect for Russ�a." The ex-sold�er's
tone had taken on a cur�ous note. He seemed to be feel�ng both aston�shed
at and gr�eved for h�s compan�on.

The other, however, d�d not reply; and after a few moments the ex-
sold�er softly concluded:

"So now you have heard my story."

By th�s t�me the carpenters had ceased s�ng�ng around the barraque, and
let the�r f�re d�e down unt�l qu�ver�ng on the wall of the ed�f�ce there was
only a f�ery-red patch, a patch barely suff�c�ent to render v�s�ble the
shadows of the rocks; wh�le bes�de the f�re there was seated only a tall
f�gure w�th a black beard wh�ch had, grasped �n �ts hands, a heavy cudgel,
and, ly�ng near �ts r�ght foot, an axe. The f�gure was that of a watchman set
by the carpenters to keep an eye upon ourselves, the appo�nted watchmen;
though the fact �n no way offended us.

Over the def�le, �n a ragged str�p of sky, there were gleam�ng stars, wh�le
the r�vulet was bubbl�ng and purl�ng, and from the obscur�ty of the forest
there kept com�ng to our ears, now the caut�ous, rustl�ng tread of some n�ght
an�mal, and now the mournful cry of an owl, unt�l all nature seemed to be
�nst�nct w�th a secret v�tal�ty the sweet breath of wh�ch kept mov�ng the
heart to hunger �nsat�ably for the beaut�ful.

Also, as I lay l�sten�ng to the vo�ce of the ex-sold�er, a vo�ce rem�n�scent
of a d�stant tambour�ne, and to Vas�l�'s pens�ve quest�ons, I conce�ved a
l�k�ng for the men, and began to detect that �n the�r relat�ons there was
dawn�ng someth�ng good and human. At the same t�me, the effect of some
of Vas�l�'s d�cta on Russ�a was to arouse �n me m�ngled feel�ngs wh�ch
�mpelled me at once to argue w�th h�m and to �nduce h�m to speak at greater
length, w�th more clar�ty, on the subject of our mutual fatherland. Hence



always I have loved that n�ght for the v�s�ons wh�ch �t brought to me—
v�s�ons wh�ch st�ll come back to me l�ke a dear, fam�l�ar tale.

I thought of a student of Kazan whom I had known �n the days of the
past, of a young fellow from V�atka who, pale-browed, and sentent�ous of
d�ct�on, m�ght almost have been brother to the ex-sold�er h�mself. And once
aga�n I heard h�m declare that "before all th�ngs must I learn whether or not
there ex�sts a God; pre-em�nently must I make a beg�nn�ng there."

And I thought, too, of a certa�n accoucheuse named Vel�kova who had
been a comely, but reputedly gay, woman. And I remembered a certa�n
occas�on when, on a h�ll overlook�ng the r�ver Kazan and the Arsk� Pla�n,
she had stood contemplat�ng the marshes below, and the far blue l�ne of the
Volga; unt�l suddenly turn�ng pale, she had, w�th tears of joy sparkl�ng �n
her f�ne eyes, cr�ed under her breath, but suff�c�ently loudly for all present
to hear her:

"Ah, fr�ends, how grac�ous and how fa�r �s th�s land of ours! Come, let
us salute that land for hav�ng deemed us worthy of res�dence there�n!"

Whereupon all present, �nclud�ng a deacon-student from the
Eccles�ast�cal School, a Mordu�ne from the Fore�gn College, a student of
veter�nary sc�ence, and two of our tutors, had done obe�sance. At the same
t�me I recalled the fact that subsequently one of the party had gone mad,
and comm�tted su�c�de.

Aga�n, I recalled how once, on the P�an� Bor [L�quor Wharf] by the r�ver
Kama, a tall, sandy young fellow w�th �ntell�gent eyes and the face of a
ne'er-do-well had caught my attent�on. The day had been a hot, languorous
Sunday on wh�ch all th�ngs had seemed to be exh�b�t�ng the�r better s�de,
and tell�ng the sun that �t was not �n va�n that he was pour�ng out h�s
br�ll�ant potency, and d�ffus�ng h�s l�v�ng gold; wh�le the man of whom I
speak had, dressed �n a new su�t of blue serge, a new cap cocked awry, and
a pa�r of br�ll�antly pol�shed boots, been stand�ng at the edge of the wharf,
and gaz�ng at the brown waters of the Kama, the emerald expanse beyond
them and the s�lver-scaled pools left beh�nd by the t�de. Unt�l, as the sun
had begun to s�nk towards the marshes on the other s�de of the r�ver, and to
become d�ssolved �nto streaks, the man had sm�led w�th �ncreas�ng rapture,



and h�s face had glowed w�th creas�ng eagerness and del�ght; unt�l f�nally
he had snatched the cap from h�s head, flung �t, w�th a powerful throw far
out �nto the russet waters, and shouted: "Kama, O my mother, I love you,
and never w�ll desert you!"

And the last, and also the best, recollect�on of th�ngs seen before the
n�ght of wh�ch I speak was the recollect�on of an occas�on when, one late
autumn, I had been cross�ng the Casp�an Sea on an old two-masted
schooner laden w�th dr�ed apr�cots, plums, and peaches. Sa�l�ng on her also
she had had some hundred f�shermen from the Bozh� Factory, men who,
or�g�nally forest peasants of the Upper Volga, had been well-bu�lt, bearded,
healthy, goodhumoured, an�mal-sp�r�ted young fellows, youngsters tanned
w�th the w�nd, and salted w�th the sea water; youngsters who, after work�ng
hard at the�r trade, had been rejo�c�ng at the prospect of return�ng home.
And career�ng about the deck l�ke youthful bears as ever and anon lofty,
sharp-po�nted waves had se�zed and tossed aloft the schooner, and the yards
had cracked, and the taut-run r�gg�ng had wh�stled, and the sa�ls had bell�ed
�nto globes, and the howl�ng w�nd had shaved off the wh�te crests of
b�llows, and part�ally submerged the vessel �n clouds of foam.

And seated on the deck w�th h�s broad back rest�ng aga�nst the ma�nmast
there had been one young g�ant �n part�cular. Clad �n a wh�te l�nen sh�rt and
a pa�r of blue serge trousers, and �nnocent al�ke of beard and moustache,
th�s young fellow had had full, red l�ps, blue, boy�sh, and exceed�ngly
translucent eyes, and a face �ntox�cated �n excels�s w�th the happ�ness of
youth; wh�le lean�ng across h�s knees as they had rested sprawl�ng over the
deck there had been a young female tr�mmer of f�sh, a wench as mass�ve
and tall as the young man h�mself, and a wench whose face had become
tanned to roughness w�th the sun and w�nd, eyebrows dark, full, and as
large as the w�ngs of a swallow, breasts as f�rm as stone, and teats around
wh�ch, as they projected from the folds of a red bod�ce, there had la�n a
pattern of blue ve�ns.

The broad, �ron-black palm of the young fellow's long, knotted hand had
been rest�ng on the woman's left breast, w�th the arm bare to the elbow;
wh�le �n h�s r�ght hand, as he had sat gaz�ng pens�vely at the woman's robust



f�gure, there had been grasped a t�n mug from wh�ch some of the red l�quor
had scattered sta�ns over the front of h�s l�nen sh�rt.

Meanwh�le, around the pa�r there had been hover�ng some of the
youngster's comrades, who, w�th coats buttoned to the throat, and caps
gr�pped to prevent the�r be�ng blown away by the w�nd, had employed
themselves w�th scann�ng the woman's f�gure w�th env�ous eyes, and
v�ew�ng her from e�ther s�de. Nay, the shaggy green waves themselves had
been steal�ng occas�onal gl�mpses at the p�cture as clouds had sw�rled
across the sky, gulls had uttered the�r �nsat�able scream, and the sun,
danc�ng on the foam-flecked waters, had vested the b�llows, now �n t�nts of
blue, now �n natural t�nts as of flam�ng jewels.

In short, all the passengers on the schooner had been shout�ng and
laugh�ng and s�ng�ng, wh�le the great bearded peasants had also been
pay�ng ass�duous court to a large leathern bottle wh�ch had la�n ensconced
on a heap of peach-sacks, w�th the result that the scene had come to have
about �t someth�ng of the ant�que, legendary a�r of the return of Stepan
Raz�n from h�s Pers�an campa�gn.

At length the buffet�ng of the w�nd had caused an old man w�th a
crooked nose set on a ha�ry, faun-l�ke face to stumble over one of the
woman's feet; whereupon he had halted, thrown up h�s head w�th nonsen�le
v�gour, and excla�med:

"May the dev�l fly away w�th you, you shameless hussy! Why l�e
sprawl�ng about the deck l�ke th�s? See, too, how exposed you are!"

The woman had not st�rred at the words—she had not even opened an
eye; only over her l�ps there had passed a fa�nt tremor. Whereas the young
fellow had stra�ghtened h�mself, depos�ted h�s t�n mug upon the deck, and
cr�ed loudly as he la�d h�s d�sengaged hand upon the woman's breast.

"Ah, you envy me, do you, Yak�m Petrov? Never m�nd, though you have
done no great harm. But run no r�sks; do not look for needless trouble, for
your day for suck�ng sugarplums �s past."



Whereafter, ra�s�ng both h�s hands, the young fellow had softly let them
s�nk aga�n upon the woman's bosom as he added tr�umphantly:

"These breasts could feed all Russ�a!"

Then, and only then, had the woman sm�led a long, slow sm�le. And as
she had done so everyth�ng �n the v�c�n�ty had seemed to sm�le �n un�son,
and to r�se and fall �n harmony w�th her bosom—yes, the whole vessel, and
the vessel's fre�ght. And at the moment when a part�cularly large wave had
struck the bulwarks, and bespr�nkled all on board w�th spray, the woman
had opened her dark eyes, looked k�ndly at the old man, and at the young
fellow, and at the scene �n general—then set herself to recover her bosom.

"Nay," the young fellow had cr�ed as he �nterposed to remove her hands.
"There �s no need for that, there �s no need for that. Let them ALL look."

Such the memor�es that came back to my recollect�on that n�ght. Gladly I
would have recounted them to my compan�ons, but, unfortunately, these
had, by now, succumbed to slumber. The ex-sold�er, rest�ng �n a s�tt�ng
posture, and snor�ng loudly, had h�s back pr�sed aga�nst h�s wallet, h�s head
sloped s�deways, and h�s hands clasped upon h�s knees, wh�le Vas�l� was
ly�ng on h�s back w�th h�s face turned upwards, h�s hands clasped beh�nd
h�s head, h�s dark, f�nely moulded brows ra�sed a l�ttle, and h�s moustache
erect. Also, he was weep�ng �n h�s sleep—tears were cours�ng down h�s
brown, sunburnt cheeks; tears wh�ch, �n the moonl�ght, had �n them
someth�ng of the green�sh t�nt of a chrysol�te or sea water, and wh�ch, on
such a manly face, looked strange �ndeed!

St�ll the r�vulet was purl�ng as �t flowed, and the f�re crackl�ng; wh�le
bathed �n the red glow of the flames there was s�tt�ng, bent forward, the
dark, stonel�ke f�gure of the Molokans' watchman, w�th the axe at h�s feet
reflect�ng the rad�ant gleam of the moon �n the sky above us.

All the earth seemed to be sleep�ng as ever the wan�ng stars seemed to
draw nearer and nearer....



The slow length of the next day was dragged along am�d an �nert�a born
of the mo�st heat, the song of the r�ver, and the �ntox�cat�ng scents of forest
and flowers. In short, one felt �ncl�ned to do noth�ng, from morn t�ll n�ght,
save roam the def�le w�thout the exchang�ng of a word, the conce�v�ng of a
des�re, or the formulat�ng of a thought.

At sunset, when we were engaged �n dr�nk�ng tea by the f�re, the ex-
sold�er remarked:

"I hope that l�fe �n the next world w�ll exactly resemble l�fe �n th�s spot,
and be just as qu�et and peaceful and �mmune from work. Here one needs
but to s�t and melt l�ke butter and suffer ne�ther from wrong nor anx�ety."

Then, as carefully he w�thdrew h�s p�pe from h�s l�ps, and s�ghed, he
added:

"Aye! If I could but feel sure that l�fe �n the next world w�ll be l�ke l�fe
here, I would pray to God: 'For Chr�st's sake take my soul at the earl�est
conce�vable moment.'"

"What m�ght su�t YOU would not su�t ME," Vas�l� thoughtfully
observed. "I would not always l�ve such a l�fe as th�s. I m�ght do so for a
t�me, but not �n perpetu�ty."

"Ah, but never have you worked hard," grunted the ex-sold�er.

In every way the even�ng resembled the prev�ous one; there were to be
observed the same lusc�ous flood�ng of the def�le w�th dove-coloured m�st,
the same flash�ng of the s�lver crags �n the roseate tw�l�ght, the same
rock�ng of the dense, warm forest's soft, leafy tree-tops, the same soften�ng
of the rocks' outl�nes �n the gloom, the same gradual upl�ft of shadows, the
same chant�ng of the "matchmak�ng" r�ver, the same rout�ne on the part of
the b�g, sleek carpenters around the barraque—a rout�ne as slow and
ponderous �n �ts course as the movements of a drove of w�ld boars.

More than once dur�ng the off hours of the day had we sought to make
the carpenters' acqua�ntance, to start a conversat�on w�th them, but always
the�r answers had been g�ven reluctantly, �n monosyllables, and never had a



d�scuss�on seemed l�kely to get under way w�thout the wh�teheaded
foreman shout�ng to the part�cular member of the gang concerned: "H�, you,
Pavlushka! Get back to work, there!" Indeed, he, the foreman, had outdone
all �n h�s man�festat�ons of d�sl�ke for our fr�endsh�p, and as monotonously
as though he had been m�nded to r�val the r�vulet as a songster, he had
hummed h�s p�ous d�tt�es, or else ra�sed h�s snuffl�ng vo�ce to s�ng them
w�th an ever-�mportunate measure of �ns�stence, so that all day long those
d�tt�es had been cours�ng the�r way �n a murky, melancholy-compell�ng
flood. Indeed, as the foreman had stepped caut�ously on th�n legs from
stone to stone dur�ng h�s ceaseless �nspect�on of the work of h�s men, he had
come to seem to have for h�s object the descr�b�ng of an �nv�s�ble, c�rcular
path, as a means of segregat�ng us more securely than ever from the soc�ety
of the carpenters.

Personally, however, I had no des�re to converse w�th h�m, for h�s frozen
eyes ch�lled and repelled me and from the moment when I had approached
h�m, and seen h�m fold h�s hands beh�nd h�m, and reco�l a step as he
�nqu�red w�th suppressed sternness, "What do you want?" there had fallen
away from me all further amb�t�on to learn the nature of the songs wh�ch he
sang.

The ex-sold�er gazed at h�m resentfully, then sa�d w�th an oath:

"The old w�zard and p�lferer! Take my word for �t that a lump of p�ety
l�ke that has got a pretty store put away somewhere."

Whereafter, as he l�t h�s p�pe and squ�nted �n the d�rect�on of the
carpenters, he added w�th st�fled wrath:

"The a�rs that the 'elect' g�ve themselves—the sons of b�tches!"

"It �s always so," commented Vas�l� w�th a resentment equal to the last
speaker's. "Yes, no sooner, w�th us, does a man accumulate a l�ttle money
than he st�cks h�s nose �n the a�r, and falls to th�nk�ng h�mself a real bar�n."

"Why �s �t that you always say 'W�th us,' and 'Among us,' and so on?"

"Among us Russ�ans, then, �f you l�ke �t better."



"I do l�ke �t better. For you are not a German, are you, nor a Tartar?"

"No. It �s merely that I can see the faults �n our Russ�an folk."

Upon that (not for the f�rst t�me) the pa�r plunged �nto a d�scuss�on wh�ch
had come so to weary them that now they spoke only �nd�fferently, w�thout
effort.

"The word 'faults' �s, I cons�der, an �nsult," began the ex-sold�er as he
puffed at h�s p�pe. "Bes�des, you don't speak cons�stently. Only th�s moment
I observed a change �n your terms."

"To what?"

"To the term 'Russ�ans.'"

"What should you prefer?"

A new sound floated �nto the def�le as from some po�nt on the steppe the
sound of a bell summon�ng folk to the usual Saturday v�g�l serv�ce.
Remov�ng h�s p�pe from h�s mouth, the ex-sold�er l�stened for a moment or
two. Then, at the th�rd and last stroke of the bell, he doffed h�s cap, crossed
h�mself w�th punct�l�ous p�ety, and sa�d:

"There are not very many churches �n these parts."

Whereafter he threw a glance across the r�ver, and added venomously:

"Those dev�ls THERE don't cross themselves, the accursed Serbs!"

Vas�l� looked at h�m, tw�sted a left-hand moustache, smoothed �t aga�n,
regarded for a moment the sky and the def�le, and sank h�s head.

"The trouble w�th me," he remarked �n an undertone, "�s that I can never
rema�n very long �n one place—always I keep fancy�ng that I shall meet
w�th better th�ngs elsewhere, always I keep hear�ng a b�rd s�ng�ng �n my
heart, 'Do you go further, do you go further.'"



"That b�rd s�ngs �n the heart of EVERY man," the ex-sold�er growled
sulk�ly.

W�th a glance at us both, Vas�l� laughed a subdued laugh.

"'In the heart of every man'?" he repeated. "Why, such a statement �s
absurd. For �t means, does �t not, that every one of us �s an �dler, every one
of us �s constantly wa�t�ng for someth�ng to turn up—that, �n fact, no one of
us �s any better than, or able to do any better than, the folk whose sole
utterance �s 'G�ve unto us, pray g�ve unto us'? Yes, �f that be the case, �t �s an
unfortunate case �ndeed!"

And aga�n he laughed. Yet h�s eyes were sorrowful, and as the f�ngers of
h�s r�ght hand lay upon h�s knee they tw�tched as though they were long�ng
to grasp someth�ng unseen.

The ex-sold�er frowned and snorted. For my own part, however, I felt
troubled for, and sorry for, Vas�l�. Presently he rose, broke �nto a soft
wh�stle, and moved away by the s�de of the stream.

"H�s head �s not qu�te r�ght," muttered the ex-sold�er as he w�nked �n the
d�rect�on of the retreat�ng f�gure. "Yes, I tell you that stra�ght, for from the
f�rst �t was clear to me. Otherw�se, what could h�s words �n depredat�on of
Russ�a mean, when of Russ�a noth�ng the least hard or def�n�te can be sa�d?
Who really knows her? What �s she �n real�ty, see�ng that each of her
prov�nces �s a soul to �tself, and no one could state wh�ch of the two Holy
Mothers stands nearest to God—the Holy Mother of Smolensk, or the Holy
Mother of Kazan?"

For a wh�le the speaker sat scrap�ng greasy depos�t from the bottom and
s�des of the kettle; and all that wh�le he grumbled as though he had a grudge
aga�nst someone. At length, however, he assumed an att�tude of attent�on,
w�th h�s neck stretched out as though to l�sten to some sound.

"H�st!" was h�s exclamat�on.

What then followed, followed as unexpectedly as when, l�ke an ev�l b�rd,
a summer wh�rlw�nd suddenly sweeps up from the hor�zon, and d�scharges



a blu�sh-black cloud �n torrents of ra�n and ha�l, unt�l everyth�ng �s
overwhelmed and battered to mud.

That �s to say, w�th much d�n of wh�stl�ng and other sounds there now
came pour�ng �nto the def�le, and began to ascend the tra�l bes�de the
stream, a straggl�ng process�on of some th�rty workmen w�th, gleam�ng
dully �n the hands of the�r lead�ng f�les, flagons of vodka, and, suspended
on the backs and shoulders of others, wallets and bags of bread and other
comest�bles, and, �n two �nstances, po�sed on the heads of yet other
process�on�sts, large black cauldrons the effect of wh�ch was to make the�r
bearers look l�ke mushrooms.

"A vedro [2 3/4 gallons] and a half to the cauldron!" wh�spered the ex-
sold�er w�th a computat�ve grunt as he ga�ned h�s feet.

"Yes, a vedro and a half," he repeated. As he spoke the t�p of h�s tongue
protruded unt�l �t rested on the under-l�p of h�s half-opened mouth. In h�s
face there was a cur�ously th�rsty, gross express�on, and h�s att�tude, as he
stood there, was that of one who had just rece�ved a blow, and was about to
cry out �n consequence.

Meanwh�le the def�le rumbled l�ke a barrel �nto wh�ch heavy we�ghts are
be�ng dropped, for one of the newcomers was beat�ng an empty t�n pa�l, and
another one wh�stl�ng �n a manner the tossed echoes of wh�ch drowned even
the r�vulet's murmur as nearer and nearer came the mob of men, a mob clad
var�ously �n black, grey, or russet, w�th sleeves rolled up, and heads, �n
many cases, bare save for the�r own towsled, d�shevelled locks, and bod�es
bent w�th fat�gue, or carr�ed stumbl�ngly along on legs bowed outwards.
Meanwh�le, as the dull, polyphonous roar of vo�ces swept through the neck
of the def�le, a man shouted �n broken, but truculent, accents:

"I say no! F�ddlest�cks! Not a man �s there who could dr�nk more than a
vedro of 'blood-and-sweat' �n a day."

"A man could dr�nk a lake of �t."

"No, a vedro and a half. That �s the proper reckon�ng."



"Aye, a vedro and a half." And the ex-sold�er, as he repeated the words,
spoke both as though he were an expert �n the matter and as though he felt
for the matter a touch of respect. Then, lurch�ng forward l�ke a man pushed
by the scruff of the neck, he crossed the r�vulet, �ntercepted the crowd, and
became swallowed up �n �ts m�dst.

Around the barraque the carpenters (the foreman ever gl�mmer�ng
among them) were hurr�edly collect�ng tools. Presently Vas�l� returned—h�s
r�ght hand thrust �nto h�s pocket, and h�s left hold�ng h�s cap.

"Before long those fellows w�ll be properly drunk!" he sa�d w�th a
frown. "Ah, that vodka of ours! It �s a perfect curse!" Then to me: "Do
YOU dr�nk?"

"No," I repl�ed.

"Thank God for that! If one does not dr�nk one w�ll never really get �nto
trouble."

For a moment he gazed gloom�ly �n the d�rect�on of the newcomers.
Then he sa�d w�thout mov�ng, w�thout even look�ng at me:

"You have remarkable eyes, young fellow. Also, they seem fam�l�ar to
me—I have seen them somewhere before. Poss�bly that happened �n a
dream, though I cannot be sure. Where do you come from?"

I answered, but, after scann�ng me perplexedly, he shook h�s head.

"No," he remarked. "I have never v�s�ted that part of the country, or
�ndeed, been so far from home."

"But th�s place �s further st�ll?"

"Further st�ll?"

"Yes—from Kursk."

He laughed.



"I must tell you the truth," he sa�d. "I am not a Kurskan at all, but a
Pskov�an. The reason why I told the ex-sold�er that I was from Kursk was
that I ne�ther l�ked h�m nor cared to tell h�m the whole truth-he was not
worth the trouble. And as for my real name, �t �s Paul, not Vas�l�—Paul
N�kolaev S�lant�ev—and �s so marked on my passport (for a passport, and a
passport qu�te �n order, I have got)."

"And why are you on your travels?"

"For the reason that I am so—I can say no more. I look back from a
g�ven place, and wave my hand, and am gone aga�n as a feather floats
before the w�nd."

"S�lence!" a threaten�ng vo�ce near the barraque broke �n. "I am the
foreman here."

The vo�ce of the ex-sold�er repl�ed:

"What workmen are these of yours? They are mere sectar�ans, fellows
who are for ever s�ng�ng hymns."

To wh�ch someone else added:

"Bes�des, old dev�l that you are, aren't you bound to f�n�sh all bu�ld�ng
work before the beg�nn�ng of a Sunday?"

"Let us throw the�r tools �nto the stream."

"Yes, and start a r�ot," was S�lant�ev's comment as he squatted before the
embers of the f�re.

Around the barraque, p�cked out aga�nst the yellow of �ts framework, a
number of dark f�gures were surg�ng to and fro as around a conflagrat�on.
Presently we heard someth�ng smashed to p�eces—at all events, we heard
the crack�ng and scrap�ng of wood aga�nst stone, and then the str�dent,
h�lar�ous command:



"Hold on there! I'LL soon put th�ngs to r�ghts! Carpenters, just hand over
the saw!"

Apparently there were three men �n charge of the proceed�ngs: the one a
red-bearded muzh�k �n a seaman's blouse; the second a tall man w�th
hunched shoulders, th�n legs, and long arms who kept grasp�ng the foreman
by the collar, shak�ng h�m, and bawl�ng, "Where are your lathes? Br�ng
them out!" (wh�le not�ceable also was a broad-shouldered young fellow �n a
ragged red sh�rt who kept thrust�ng p�eces of scantl�ng through the w�ndows
of the barraque, and shout�ng, "Catch hold of these! Lay them out �n a
row!"); and the th�rd the ex-sold�er h�mself. The last-named, as he jostled
h�s way among the crowd, kept voc�ferat�ng, v�c�ously, v�rulently, and w�th
a cur�ous system of d�v�s�on of h�s syllables:

"Aha-a, ra-abble, secta-ar�ans. Yo-ou would have noth�ng to say to me,
you Se-erbs! Yet I say to YOU: Go along, my ch�ckens, for the re-est of us
are t�-�red of you, and come to sa-ay so!"

"What does he want?" asked S�lant�ev qu�etly as he l�t a c�garette.
"Vodka? Oh, THEY'LL g�ve h�m vodka!... Yet are you not sorry for fellows
of that stamp?"

Through the blue tobacco-smoke he gazed �nto the glow�ng embers; unt�l
at last he took a charred st�ck, and collected the embers �nto a heap glow�ng
red-gold l�ke a bouquet of f�ery popp�es; and as he d�d so, h�s handsome
eyes gleamed w�th just such a reverent affect�on, such a prayerful
k�ndl�ness, as must have lurked �n the eyes of pr�meval, nomad�c man �n the
presence of the danc�ng, benef�cent source of l�ght and heat.

"At least I am sorry for such fellows," Vas�l� cont�nued. "Aye, the very
thought of the many, many folk who have come to noth�ng! The very
thought of �t! Terr�ble, terr�ble!"

A touch of dayl�ght was st�ll l�nger�ng on the tops of the mounta�ns, but
�n the def�le �tself n�ght was beg�nn�ng to loom, and to lull all th�ngs to
sleep—to �ncl�ne one ne�ther to speak oneself nor to l�sten to the dull
clamour of those others on the oppos�te bank, where even to the murmur of
the r�vulet the d�stasteful d�n seemed to commun�cate a note of anger.



There the crowd had l�t a huge bonf�re, and then added to �t a second one
wh�ch, crackl�ng, h�ss�ng, and em�tt�ng co�ls of blu�sh-t�nted smoke, had
fallen to vy�ng w�th �ts fellow �n lac�ng the foam of the r�vulet w�th musl�n-
l�ke patterns �n red. As the mass of dark f�gures surged between the two
flares an h�lar�ous vo�ce shouted to us the �nv�tat�on:

"Come over here, you! Don't be backward! Come over here, I say!"

Upon wh�ch followed a clatter as of the smash�ng of a dr�nk�ng-vessel,
wh�le from the red-bearded muzh�k came a th�ck, raucous shout of:

"These fellows needed to be taught a lesson!"

Almost at the same moment the foreman of the carpenters broke h�s way
clear of the crowd, and, carefully cross�ng the r�vulet by the stepp�ng-stones
wh�ch we had constructed, squatted down upon h�s heels by the marg�n, and
w�th much puff�ng and blow�ng fell to r�ns�ng h�s face, a face wh�ch �n the
murky f�rel�ght looked flushed and red.

"I th�nk that someone has g�ven h�m a blow," hazarded S�lant�ev sotto
voce.

And when the foreman rose to approach us th�s proved to be the case, for
then we saw that dr�pp�ng from h�s nose, and meander�ng over h�s
moustache and soaked wh�te beard, there was a stream of dark blood wh�ch
had spotted and streaked h�s sh�rt-front.

"Peace to th�s gather�ng!" he sa�d gravely as, press�ng h�s left hand to h�s
stomach, he bowed.

"And we pray your �ndulgence," was S�lant�ev's response, though he d�d
not ra�se h�s eyes as he spoke. "Pray be seated."

Small, w�thered, and, for all but h�s blood-sta�ned sh�rt, scrupulously
clean, the old man rem�nded me of certa�n p�ctures of old-t�me herm�ts, and
the more so s�nce e�ther pa�n or shame or the gleam of the f�rel�ght had
caused h�s h�therto dead eyes to gather l�fe and grow br�ghter—aye, and
sterner. Somehow, as I looked at h�m, I felt awkward and abashed.



A cough tw�sted h�s broad nose. Then he w�ped h�s beard on the palm of
h�s hand, and h�s hand on h�s knee; whereafter, as he stretched forth the pa�r
of sen�le, dark-coloured hands, and held them over the embers, he sa�d:

"How cold the water of the r�vulet �s! It �s absolutely �cy."

W�th a glance from under h�s brows S�lant�ev �nqu�red:

"Are you very badly hurt?"

"No. Merely a man caught me a blow on the br�dge of the nose, where
the blood flows read�ly. Yet, as God knows, he w�ll ga�n noth�ng by h�s act,
whereas the suffer�ng wh�ch he has caused me w�ll go to swell my account
w�th the Holy Sp�r�t."

As the man spoke he glanced across the r�vulet. On the oppos�te bank
two men were stagger�ng along, and drunkenly bawl�ng the t�psy refra�n:

"In the du-u-uok let me d�e, In the au-autumn t�me!"

"Aye, long �s �t s�nce I rece�ved a blow," the old man cont�nued, scann�ng
the two revellers from under h�s hand. "Twenty years �t must be s�nce last I
d�d so. And now the blow was struck for noth�ng, for no real fault.. You see,
I have been allowed no na�ls for the do�ng of the work, and have been
obl�ged to make use of wooden clamps for most of �t, wh�le battens also
have not been forthcom�ng; and, th�s be�ng so, �t was through no rem�ssness
of m�ne that the work could not be f�n�shed by sunset ton�ght. I suspect, too,
that, to eke out �ts wages, that rabble has been th�ev�ng, w�th the eldest
lead�ng the rest. And that, aga�n, �s not a th�ng for wh�ch I can be held
respons�ble. True, th�s �s a Government job, and some of those fellows are
young, and young, hungry fellows such as they w�ll (may they be forg�ven!)
steal, s�nce everyone hankers to get someth�ng �n return for a very l�ttle.
But, once more, how �s that my fault? Yes, that rabble must be a regular set
of rascals! Just now they depr�ved my eldest son of a saw, of a brand-new
saw; and thereafter they sp�lt my blood, the blood of a greybeard!"

Here h�s small, grey face contracted �nto wr�nkles, and, clos�ng h�s eyes,
he sobbed a dry, grat�ng sob.



S�lant�ev f�dgeted—then s�ghed. Presently the old man looked at h�m,
blew h�s nose, w�ped h�s hand upon h�s trousers, and sa�d qu�etly:

"Somewhere, I th�nk, I have seen you before."

"That �s so. You saw me one even�ng when I v�s�ted your settlement for
the mend�ng of a thresher."

"Yes, yes. That �s where I DID see you. It was you, was �t not? Well, do
you st�ll d�sagree w�th me?"

To wh�ch the old man added w�th a nod and a sm�le:

"See how well I remember your words! You are, I �mag�ne, st�ll of the
same op�n�on?"

"How should I not be?" responded S�lant�ev dourly.

"Ah, well! Ah, well!"

And the old man stretched h�s hands over the f�re once more, d�scoloured
hands the thumbs of wh�ch were cur�ously bent outwards and splayed, and,
seem�ngly, unable to move �n harmony w�th the f�ngers.

The ex-sold�er shouted across the r�ver:

"The land here �s easy to work, and makes the people lazy. Who would
care to l�ve �n such a reg�on? Who would care to come to �t? Much rather
would I go and earn a l�v�ng on d�ff�cult land."

The old man pa�d no heed, but sa�d to S�lant�ev—sa�d to h�m w�th an
austere, der�s�ve sm�le:

"Do you STILL th�nk �t necessary to struggle aga�nst what has been
orda�ned of God? Do you STILL th�nk that long-suffer�ng �s bad, and
res�stance good? Young man, your soul �s weak �ndeed: and remember that
�t �s only the soul that can overcome Satan."



In response S�lant�ev rose to h�s feet, shook h�s f�st at the old man, and
shouted �n a rough, angry vo�ce, a vo�ce that was not h�s own:

"All that I have heard before, and from others bes�des yourself. The truth
�s that I hold all you father-confessors �n abhorrence. Moreover," (th�s last
was added w�th a v�olent oath) "�t �s not Satan that needs to be res�sted, but
such dev�l's ravens, such dev�l's vamp�res, as YOU."

Wh�ch sa�d, he k�cked a stone away from the f�re, thrust h�s hands �nto
h�s pockets, and turned slowly on h�s heel, w�th h�s elbows pressed close to
h�s s�des. Nevertheless the old man, st�ll sm�l�ng, sa�d to me �n an
undertone:

"He �s proud, but that w�ll not last for long."

"Why not?"

"Because I know �n advance that—"

Break�ng off short, he turned h�s head upon h�s shoulder, and sat
l�sten�ng to some shout�ng that was go�ng on across the r�ver. Everyone �n
that quarter was drunk, and, �n part�cular, someone could be heard bawl�ng
�n a tone of challenge:

"Oh? I, you say? A-a-ah! Then take that!"

S�lant�ev, stepp�ng l�ghtly from stone to stone, crossed the r�ver. Then he
m�ngled—a consp�cuous f�gure (ow�ng to h�s apparent handlessness)—w�th
the crowd. Somehow, on h�s departure, I felt �ll at ease.

Tw�tch�ng h�s f�ngers as though perform�ng a conjur�ng tr�ck, the old
man cont�nued to s�t w�th h�s hands stretched over the embers. By th�s t�me
h�s nose had swollen over the br�dge, and bru�ses r�sen under h�s eyes wh�ch
tended to obscure h�s v�s�on. Indeed, as he sat there, sat mouth�ng w�th dark,
bestreaked l�ps under a cover�ng of hoary beard and moustache, I found that
h�s bloodsta�ned, d�sf�gured, wr�nkled, as �t were "ant�que" face rem�nded
me more than ever of those of great s�nners of anc�ent t�mes who abandoned
th�s world for the forest and the desert.



"I have seen many proud folk," he cont�nued w�th a shake of h�s hatless
head and �ts sparse ha�rs. "A f�re may burn up qu�ckly, and cont�nue to burn
f�ercely, yet, l�ke these embers, become turned to ashes, and so l�e
smoulder�ng t�ll dawn. Young man, there you have someth�ng to th�nk of.
Nor are they merely my words. They are the words of the Holy Gospel
�tself."

Ever descend�ng, ever we�gh�ng more heav�ly upon us, the n�ght was as
black and hot and st�fl�ng as the prev�ous one had been, albe�t as k�ndly as a
mother. St�ll the two f�res on the oppos�te bank of the r�vulet were aflame,
and send�ng hot blasts of vapour across a seem�ng brook of gold.

Fold�ng h�s arms upon h�s breast, the old man tucked the palms of h�s
hands �nto h�s armp�ts, and settled h�mself more comfortably. Nevertheless,
when I made as though to add more tw�gs and shav�ngs to the embers he
excla�med �mper�ously:

"There �s no need for that."

"Why �s there not?"

"Because that would cause the f�re to be seen, and br�ng some of those
men over here."

Aga�n, as he k�cked away some boughs wh�ch I had just broken up, he
repeated:

"There �s no need for that, I tell you."

Presently, there approached us through the sh�mmer�ng f�re l�ght on the
oppos�te bank two carpenters w�th boxes on the�r backs, and axes �n the�r
hands.

"Are all the rest of our men gone?" �nqu�red the foreman of the
newcomers.

"Yes," repl�ed one of them, a tall man w�th a droop�ng moustache and no
beard.



"Well, 'shun ev�l, and good w�ll result.'"

"Aye, and we l�kew�se w�sh to depart."

"But a task ought not to be left unf�n�shed. At d�nner-t�me I sent Olesha
to say that none of those fellows had better be released from work; but
released they have been, and now the result �s apparent! Presently, when
they have drunk a l�ttle more of the�r po�son, they w�ll f�re the barraque."

Every t�me that the f�rst of the two carpenters �nhaled the smoke of my
c�garette he spat �nto the embers, wh�le the other man, a young fellow as
plump as a female baker, sank h�s towsled head upon h�s breast as soon as
he sat down, and fell asleep.

Next, the clamour across the r�vulet subs�ded for awh�le. But suddenly I
heard the ex-sold�er excla�m �n drunken, s�ngsong accents wh�ch came from
the very centre of the tumult:

"H�, do you answer me! How comes �t that you have no respect for
Russ�a? Is not R�azan a part of Russ�a? What �s Russ�a, then, I should l�ke
to know?"

"A tavern," the foreman commented qu�etly; whereafter, turn�ng to me,
he added more loudly:

"I say th�s of such fellows—that a tavern... But what a no�se those
ro�sterers are mak�ng, to be sure!"

The young fellow �n the red sh�rt had just shouted:

"H�, there, sold�er! Se�ze h�m by the throat! Se�ze h�m, se�ze h�m!"

Wh�le from S�lant�ev had come the gruff retort:

"What? Do you suppose that you are hunt�ng a pack of hounds?"

"Here, answer me!" was the next shouted utterance—�t came from the
ex-sold�er—whereupon the old man remarked to me �n an undertone:



"It would seem that a f�ght �s brew�ng."

R�s�ng, I moved �n the d�rect�on of the uproar. As I d�d so, I heard the old
man say softly to h�s compan�ons:

"He too �s gone, thank God!"

Suddenly there surged towards me from the oppos�te bank a crowd of
men. Belch�ng, h�ccup�ng, and grunt�ng, they seemed to be carry�ng or
dragg�ng �n the�r m�dst some heavy we�ght. Presently a woman's vo�ce
screamed, "Ya-av-sha!" and other vo�ces ra�sed m�ngled shouts of "Throw
h�m �n! G�ve h�m a thrash�ng!" and "Drag h�m along!"

The next moment we saw S�lant�ev break out of the crowd, stra�ghten
h�mself, sw�ng h�s r�ght f�st �n the a�r, and hurl h�mself at the crowd aga�n.
As he d�d so the young fellow �n the red sh�rt ra�sed a g�gant�c arm, and
there followed the sound of a muffled, gr�sly blow. Stagger�ng backwards,
S�lant�ev sl�d s�lently �nto the water, and lay there at my feet.

"That's r�ght!" was the comment of someone.

For a moment or two the clamour subs�ded a l�ttle, and dur�ng that
moment or two one's ears once more became laved w�th the sweet s�ngsong
of the r�ver. Shortly afterwards someone threw �nto the water a huge stone,
and someone else laughed �n a dull way.

As I was bend�ng to look at S�lant�ev some of the men jostled me.
Nevertheless, I cont�nued to struggle to ra�se h�m from the spot where, half
�n and half out of the water, he lay w�th h�s head and breast rest�ng aga�nst
the stepp�ng-stones.

"You have k�lled h�m!" next I shouted—not because I bel�eved the
statement to be true, but because I had a m�nd to fr�ghten �nto sobr�ety the
men who were �mped�ng me.

Upon th�s someone excla�med �n a falter�ng, sobered tone:

"Surely not?"



As for the young fellow �n the red sh�rt, he passed me by w�th a braggart,
resentful shout of:

"Well? He had no r�ght to �nsult me. Why should he have sa�d that I was
a nu�sance to the whole country?"

And someone else shouted:

"Where �s the ex-sold�er? Who �s the watchman here?"

"Br�ng a l�ght," was the cry of a th�rd.

Yet all these vo�ces were more sober, more subdued, more restra�ned
than they had been, and presently a l�ttle muzh�k whose poll was swathed �n
a red handkerch�ef stooped and ra�sed S�lant�ev's head. But almost as
�nstantly he let �t fall aga�n, and, d�pp�ng h�s hands �nto the water, sa�d
gravely:

"You have k�lled h�m. He �s dead."

At the moment I d�d not bel�eve the words; but presently, as I stood
watch�ng how the water coursed between S�lant�ev's legs, and turned them
th�s way and that, and made them st�r as though they were str�v�ng to d�vest
themselves of the shabby old boots, I real�sed w�th all my be�ng that the
hands wh�ch were rest�ng �n m�ne were the hands of a corpse. And, true
enough, when I released them they slapped down upon the surface l�ke wet
d�sh-cloths.

Unt�l now, about a dozen men had been stand�ng on the bank to observe
what was toward, but as soon as the l�ttle muzh�k's words rang out these
men reco�led, and, w�th jostl�ngs, began to vent, �n subdued, uneasy tones,
cr�es of:

"Who was �t f�rst struck h�m?"

"Th�s w�ll lose us our jobs."

"It was the sold�er that f�rst started the racket."



"Yes, that �s true."

"Let us go and denounce h�m."

As for the young fellow �n the red sh�rt, he cr�ed:

"I swear on my honour, mates, that the affa�r was only a quarrel."

"To h�t a man w�th a bludgeon �s more than a quarrel."

"It was a stone that was used, not a bludgeon."

"The sold�er ought to—"

A woman's h�gh-p�tched vo�ce broke �n w�th a pla�nt�ve cry of:

"Good Lord! Always someth�ng happens to us!"

As for myself, I felt stunned and hurt as I seated myself upon the
stepp�ng-stones; and though everyth�ng was pla�n to my s�ght, noth�ng was
pla�n to my understand�ng, wh�le �n my breast a strange empt�ness was
present, save that the clamour of the bystanders aroused me to a certa�n
long�ng to outshout them all, to send forth my vo�ce �nto the n�ght l�ke the
vo�ce of a brazen trumpet.

Presently two other men approached us. In the hand of the f�rst was a
torch wh�ch he kept wav�ng to and fro to prevent �ts be�ng ext�ngu�shed, and
whence, therefore, he kept strew�ng showers of golden sparks. A fa�r-
headed l�ttle fellow, he had a body as th�n as a p�ke when stand�ng on �ts
ta�l, a grey, stonel�ke countenance that was deeply sunken between the
shoulders, a mouth perpetually half-agape, and round, owl�sh-look�ng eyes.

As he approached the corpse he bent forward w�th one hand upon h�s
knee to throw the more l�ght upon S�lant�ev's bru�sed head and body. That
head was rest�ng turned upon the shoulder, and no longer could I recogn�se
the once handsome Cossack face, so bur�ed was the jaunty forelock under a
clot of black-red mud, and concealed by a swell�ng wh�ch had made �ts
appearance above the left ear. Also, s�nce the mouth and moustache had
been bashed as�de the teeth lay bared �n a tw�sted, truly horr�ble sm�le,



wh�le, as the most horr�ble po�nt of all, the left eye was hang�ng from �ts
socket, and, become h�deously large, gaz�ng, seem�ngly, at the �nner pocket
of the flap of S�lant�ev's pea-jacket, whence there was protrud�ng a wh�te
edg�ng of paper.

Slowly the torch holder descr�bed a c�rcle of f�re �n the a�r, and thereby
spr�nkled a further shower of sparks over the poor mut�lated face, w�th �ts
streaks of sh�n�ng blood. Then he muttered w�th a smack of the l�ps:

"You can see for yourselves who the man �s."

As he spoke a few more sparks descended upon S�lant�ev's scalp and wet
cheeks, and went out, wh�le the flare's reflect�on so played �n the ball of
S�lant�ev's eye as to commun�cate to �t an added appearance of death.

F�nally the torch holder stra�ghtened h�s back, threw h�s torch �nto the
r�ver, expectorated after �t, and sa�d to h�s compan�on as he smoothed a
flaxen poll wh�ch, �n the darkness, looked almost green�sh:

"Do you go to the barraque, and tell them that a man has been done to
death."

"No; I should be afra�d to go alone."

"Come, come! Noth�ng �s there to be afra�d of. Go, I tell you."

"But I would much rather not."

"Don't be such a fool!"

Suddenly there sounded over my head the qu�et vo�ce of the foreman.

"I w�ll accompany you," he sa�d. Then he added d�sgustedly as he
scraped h�s foot aga�nst a stone:

"How horr�ble the blood smells! It would seem that my very foot �s
smeared w�th �t."



W�th a frown the fa�r-headed muzh�k eyed h�m, wh�le the foreman
returned the muzh�k's gaze w�th a scrut�ny that never wavered. F�nally the
elder man commented w�th cold sever�ty:

"All the m�sch�ef has come of vodka and tobacco, the dev�l's drugs."

Not only were the pa�r strangely al�ke, but both of them strangely
resembled w�zards, �n that both were short of stature, as sharp-f�n�shed as
g�mlets, and as green-t�nted by the darkness as tufts of l�chen.

"Let us go, brother," the foreman sa�d. "Go we w�th the Holy Sp�r�t."

And, om�tt�ng even to �nqu�re who had been k�lled, or even to glance at
the corpse, or even to pay �t the last salute demanded of custom, the
foreman departed down the stream, wh�le �n h�s wake followed the
messenger, a man who kept stumbl�ng as he p�cked h�s way from stone to
stone. Am�d the gloom the pa�r moved as s�lently as ghosts.

The narrow-chested, fa�r-headed l�ttle muzh�k then raked me w�th h�s
eyes; whereafter he produced a c�garette from a t�n box, snapped-to the l�d
of the box, struck a match (�llum�nat�ng once more the face of the dead
man), and appl�ed the flame to the c�garette. Lastly he sa�d:

"Th�s �s the s�xth murder wh�ch I have seen one th�ng and another
comm�t."

"One th�ng and another comm�t?" I quer�ed.

The reply came only after a pause; when the l�ttle muzh�k asked: "What
d�d you say? I d�d not qu�te catch �t."

I expla�ned that human be�ngs, not �nan�mate ent�t�es, murdered human
be�ngs.

"Well, be they human be�ngs or mach�nery or l�ghtn�ng or anyth�ng else,
they are all one. One of my mates was caught �n some mach�nery at
Bakhmakh. Another one had h�s throat cut �n a brawl. Another one was
crushed aga�nst the bucket �n a coal m�ne. Another one was—"



Carefully though the man counted, he ended by err�ng �n h�s reckon�ng
to the extent of mak�ng h�s total "f�ve." Accord�ngly he re-computed the l�st
—and th�s t�me succeeded �n mak�ng the total amount to "seven."

"Never m�nd," he remarked w�th a s�gh as he blew h�s c�garette �nto a red
glow wh�ch �llum�nated the whole of h�s face. "The truth �s that I cannot
always repeat the l�st correctly, just as I should l�ke. Were I older than I am,
I too should contr�ve to get f�n�shed off; for old-age �s a far from des�rable
th�ng. Yes, �ndeed! But, as th�ngs are, I am st�ll al�ve, nor, thank the Lord,
does anyth�ng matter very much."

Presently, w�th a nod towards S�lant�ev, he cont�nued:

"Even now HIS k�nsfolk or h�s w�fe may be look�ng for news of h�m, or
a letter from h�m. Well, never aga�n w�ll he wr�te, and as l�kely as not h�s
k�nsfolk w�ll end by say�ng to themselves: 'He has taken to bad ways, and
forgotten h�s fam�ly.' Yes, good s�r."

By th�s t�me the clamour around the barraque had ceased, and the two
f�res had burnt themselves out, and most of the men d�spersed. From the
smooth yellow walls of the barraque dark, round, knot-holes were gaz�ng at
the r�vulet l�ke eyes. Only �n a s�ngle w�ndow w�thout a frame was there
v�s�ble a fa�nt l�ght, wh�le at �ntervals there �ssued thence fragmentary,
angry exclamat�ons such as:

"Look sharp there, and deal! Clubs w�ll be the w�nners."

"Ah! Here �s a trump!"

"Indeed? What luck, damn �t!"

The fa�r-headed muzh�k blew the ashes from h�s c�garette, and observed:

"No such th�ng �s there at cards as luck—only sk�ll."

At th�s juncture we saw approach�ng us softly from across the r�vulet a
young carpenter who wore a moustache. He halted bes�de us, and drew a
deep breath.



"Well, mate?" the fa�r-headed muzh�k �nqu�red.

"Would you m�nd g�v�ng me someth�ng to smoke?" the carpenter asked.
The obscur�ty caused h�m to look large and shapeless, though h�s manner of
speak�ng was bashful and subdued.

"Certa�nly. Here �s a c�garette."

"Chr�st reward you! Today my w�fe forgot to br�ng my tobacco, and my
grandfather has str�ct �deas on the subject of smok�ng."

"Was �t he who departed just now? It was."

As the carpenter �nhaled a wh�ff he cont�nued:

"I suppose that man was beaten to death?"

"He was—to death."

For a wh�le the pa�r smoked �n s�lence. The hour was past m�dn�ght.

Over the def�le the jagged str�p of sky wh�ch roofed �t looked l�ke a r�ver
of blue flow�ng at an �mmense he�ght above the n�ght-enveloped earth, and
bear�ng the br�ll�ant stars on �ts smooth current.

Qu�eter and qu�eter was everyth�ng grow�ng; more and more was
everyth�ng becom�ng part of the n�ght....

One m�ght have thought that noth�ng part�cular had happened.

KALININ

Wh�stl�ng from off the sea, the w�nd was charged w�th mo�st, salt spray,
and dash�ng foam�ng b�llows ashore w�th the�r wh�te manes full of



snakel�ke, gleam�ng black r�bands of seaweed, and caus�ng the rocks to
rumble angr�ly �n response, and the trees to rustle w�th a dry, ag�tated sound
as the�r tops swayed to and fro, and the�r trunks bent earthwards as though
they would fa�n reeve up the�r roots, and betake them wh�ther the mounta�ns
stood ve�led �n a toga of heavy, dark m�st.

Over the sea the clouds were hurry�ng towards the land as ever and anon
they rent themselves �nto str�ps, and revealed fathomless abysses of blue
where�n the autumn sun burned uneas�ly, and sent cloud-shadows gl�d�ng
over the puckered waste of waters, unt�l, the shore reached, the w�nd further
harr�ed the masses of vapour towards the sharp flanks of the mounta�ns,
and, after draw�ng them up and down the slopes, relegated them to clefts,
and left them steam�ng there.

There was about the whole scene a lour�ng appearance, an appearance as
though everyth�ng were contend�ng w�th everyth�ng, as now all th�ngs
turned sullenly dark, and now all th�ngs em�tted a dull sheen wh�ch almost
bl�nded the eyes. Along the narrow road, a road protected from the sea by a
l�ne of wave-washed dykes, some w�thered leaves of oak and w�ld cherry
were scudd�ng �n mutual chase of one another; w�th the general result that
the comb�ned sounds of splash�ng and rustl�ng and howl�ng came to merge
themselves �nto a s�ngle d�n wh�ch �ssued as a song w�th a rhythm marked
by the measured blows of the waves as they struck the rocks.

"Zm�ulan, the K�ng of the Ocean, �s abroad!" shouted my fellow traveller
�n my ear. He was a tall, round-shouldered man of ch�ld�shly chubby
features and boy�shly br�ght, transparent eyes.

"WHO do you say �s abroad?" I quer�ed.

"K�ng Zm�ulan."

Never hav�ng heard of the monarch, I made no reply.

The extent to wh�ch the w�nd buffeted us m�ght have led one to suppose
that �ts pr�mary object�ve was to deflect our steps, and turn them �n the
d�rect�on of the mounta�ns. Indeed, at t�mes �ts pressure was so strong that
we had no cho�ce but to halt, to turn our backs to the sea, and, w�th feet



planted apart, to pr�se ourselves aga�nst our st�cks, and so rema�n, po�sed on
three legs, unt�l we were past any r�sk of be�ng overwhelmed w�th the soft
�ncubus of the tempest, and hav�ng our coats torn from our shoulders.

At �ntervals such gasps would come from my compan�on that he m�ght
well have been stand�ng on the dry�ng-board of a bath. Nor, as they d�d so,
was h�s appearance aught but com�cal, see�ng that h�s ears, appendages
large and shaggy l�ke a dog's, and �nd�fferently sh�elded w�th a shabby old
cap, kept be�ng pushed forward by the w�nd unt�l h�s small head bore an
absurd resemblance to a ch�na bowl. And that, to complete the resemblance,
h�s long and mass�ve nose, a feature grossly d�sproport�onate to the rest of
h�s d�m�nut�ve face, m�ght equally well have passed for the spout of the
receptacle �nd�cated.

Yet a face out of the common �t was, l�ke the whole of h�s personal�ty.
And th�s was the fact wh�ch had capt�vated me from the moment when I
had beheld h�m part�c�pat�ng �n a v�g�l serv�ce held �n the ne�ghbour�ng
church of the monastery of New Athos. There, spare, but w�th h�s w�thered
form erect, and h�s head sl�ghtly t�lted, he had been gaz�ng at the Cruc�f�x
w�th a rad�ant sm�le, and mov�ng h�s th�n l�ps �n a sort of wh�spered,
conf�dent�al, fr�endly conversat�on w�th the Sav�our. Indeed, so much had
the man's smooth, round features (features as beardless as those of a
Skopetz [A member of the Skoptz�, a non-Orthodox sect the members of
wh�ch "do make of themselves eunuchs for the Lord's sake."], save for two
br�ght tufts at the corners of the mouth) been �nst�nct w�th �nt�macy, w�th a
consc�ousness of actually be�ng �n the presence of the Son of God, that the
spectacle, transcend�ng anyth�ng of the k�nd that my eyes had before
beheld, had led me, w�th �ts total absence of the customary laboured,
serv�le, pus�llan�mous att�tude towards the Alm�ghty wh�ch I had generally
found to be the rule, to accord the man my whole �nterest, and, as long as
the serv�ce had lasted, to keep an eye upon one who could thus converse
w�th God w�thout render�ng H�m constant obe�sance, or aga�n and aga�n
mak�ng the s�gn of the cross, or �nvar�ably mak�ng �t to the accompan�ment
of groans and tears wh�ch had always h�therto obtruded �tself upon my
not�ce.



Aga�n had I encountered the man when I had had supper at the
workmen's barraque, and then proceeded to the monastery's guest-chamber.
Seated at a table under a c�rcle of l�ght fall�ng from a lamp suspended from
the ce�l�ng, he had gathered around h�m a knot of p�lgr�ms and the�r women,
and was hold�ng forth �n low, cheerful tones that yet had �n them the tell�ng,
�nc�s�ve note of the preacher, of the man who frequently converses w�th h�s
fellow men.

"One th�ng �t may be best always to d�sclose," he was say�ng, "and
another th�ng to conceal. If aught �n ourselves seems harmful or senseless,
let us put to ourselves the quest�on: 'Why �s th�s so?' Contrar�w�se ought a
prudent man never to thrust h�mself forward and say: 'How d�screet am I!'
wh�le he who makes a parade of h�s hard lot, and says, 'Good folk, see ye
and hear how b�tter my l�fe �s,' also does wrong."

Here a p�lgr�m w�th a black beard, a br�gand's dark eyes, and the wasted
features of an ascet�c rose from the further s�de of the table, stra�ghtened h�s
v�r�le frame, and sa�d �n a dull vo�ce:

"My w�fe and one of my ch�ldren were burnt to death through the fall�ng
of an o�l lamp. On THAT ought I to keep s�lence?"

No answer followed. Only someone muttered to h�mself:

"What? Aga�n?": unt�l the f�rst speaker, the speaker seated near the
corner of the table, launched �nto the oppress�ve lull the unhes�tat�ng reply:



"That of wh�ch you speak may be taken to have been a pun�shment by
God for s�n."

"What? For a s�n comm�tted by one three years of age (for, �ndeed, my
l�ttle son was no more)? The acc�dent happened of h�s pull�ng down a lamp
upon h�mself, and of my w�fe se�z�ng h�m, and herself be�ng burnt to death.
She was weak, too, for but eleven days had passed s�nce her conf�nement."

"No. What I mean �s that �n that acc�dent you see a pun�shment for s�ns
comm�tted by the ch�ld's father and mother."

Th�s reply from the corner came w�th perfect conf�dence. The black-
bearded man, however, pretended not to hear �t, but spread out h�s hands as
though part�ng the a�r before h�m, and proceeded hurr�edly, breathlessly to
deta�l the manner �n wh�ch h�s w�fe and l�ttle one had met the�r deaths. And
all the t�me that he was do�ng so one had an �nkl�ng that often before had he
recounted h�s narrat�ve of horror, and that often aga�n would he repeat �t.
H�s shaggy black eyebrows, as he del�vered h�s speech, met �n a s�ngle str�p,
wh�le the wh�tes of h�s eyes grew bloodshot, and the�r dull, black pup�ls
never ceased the�r nervous tw�tch�ng.

Presently the gloomy rec�tal was once more roughly, unceremon�ously
broken �n upon by the cheerful vo�ce of the Chr�st-lov�ng p�lgr�m.

"It �s not r�ght, brother," the vo�ce sa�d, "to blame God for untoward
acc�dents, or for m�stakes and foll�es comm�tted by ourselves."

"But �f God be God, He �s respons�ble for all th�ngs."

"Not so. Concede to yourself the faculty of reason."

"Pah! What ava�ls reason �f �t cannot make me understand?"

"Cannot make you understand WHAT?"

"The ma�n po�nt, the po�nt why MY w�fe had to be burnt rather than my
ne�ghbour's?"



Somewhere an old woman commented �n sp�tefully d�st�nct tones:

"Oh ho, ho! Th�s man comes to a monastery, and starts ra�l�ng as soon as
he gets there!"

Flash�ng h�s eyes angr�ly, the black-bearded man lowered h�s head l�ke a
bull. Then, th�nk�ng better of h�s pos�t�on, and content�ng h�mself w�th a
gesture, he strode sw�ftly, heav�ly towards the door. Upon th�s the Chr�st-
lov�ng p�lgr�m rose w�th a sway�ng mot�on, bowed to everyone present, and
set about follow�ng h�s late �nterlocutor.

"It has all come of a broken heart," he sa�d w�th a sm�le as he passed me.
Yet somehow the sm�le seemed to lack sympathy.

W�th a d�sapprov�ng a�r someone else remarked:

"That fellow's one thought �s to enlarge and to enlarge upon h�s tale."

"Yes, and to no purpose does he do so," added the Chr�st-lov�ng p�lgr�m
as he halted �n the doorway. "All that he accompl�shes by �t �s to weary
h�mself and others al�ke. Such exper�ences are far better put beh�nd one."

Presently I followed the pa�r �nto the forecourt, and near the entrance-
gates heard a vo�ce say qu�etly:

"Do not d�sturb yourself, good father."

"Nevertheless" (the second vo�ce was that of the porter of the monastery,
Father Seraph�m, a strapp�ng Vetlugan) "a spectre walks here n�ghtly."

"Never m�nd �f �t does. As regards myself, no spectre would touch me."

Here I moved �n the d�rect�on of the gates.

"Who comes there?" Seraph�m �nqu�red as he thrust a ha�ry and uncouth,
but �nf�n�tely k�ndly, face close to m�ne. "Oh, �t �s the young fellow from
N�zhn� Novgorod! You are wast�ng your t�me, my good s�r, for the women
have all gone to bed."



W�th wh�ch he laughed and chuckled l�ke a bear.

Beyond the wall of the forecourt the st�llness of the autumn n�ght was
the langu�d �nert�a of a world exhausted by summer, and the w�thered grass
and other objects of the season were exhal�ng a sweet and brac�ng odour,
and the trees look�ng l�ke fragments of cloud where mot�onless they hung �n
the mo�st, sultry a�r. Also, �n the darkness the half-slumber�ng sea could be
heard sough�ng as �t crept towards the shore wh�le over the sky lay a canopy
of m�st, save at the po�nt where the moon's opal-l�ke blur could be descr�ed
over the spot where that blur's counterfe�t �mage gl�ttered and rocked on the
surface of the dark waters.

Under the trees there was set a bench whereon I could d�scern there to be
rest�ng a human f�gure. Approach�ng the f�gure, I seated myself bes�de �t.

"Whence, comrade?" was my �nqu�ry.

"From Voronezh. And you?"

A Russ�an �s never adverse to talk�ng about h�mself. It would seem as
though he �s never sure of h�s personal�ty, as though he �s ever yearn�ng to
have that personal�ty conf�rmed from some source other than, extraneous to,
h�s own ego. The reason for th�s must be that we Russ�ans l�ve d�ffused over
a land of such vastness that, the more we grasp the �mmens�ty of the same,
the smaller do we come to appear �n our own eyes; wherefore, travers�ng, as
we do, roads of a length of a thousand versts, and constantly los�ng our way,
we come to let sl�p no opportun�ty of restat�ng ourselves, and sett�ng forth
all that we have seen and thought and done.

Hence, too, must �t be that �n conversat�ons one seems to hear less of the
note of "I am I" than of the note of "Am I really and truly myself?"

"What may be your name?" next I �nqu�red of the f�gure on the bench.

"A name of absolute s�mpl�c�ty—the name of Alexe� Kal�n�n."

"You are a namesake of m�ne, then."



"Indeed? Is that so?"

W�th wh�ch, tapp�ng me on the knee, the f�gure added:

"Come, then, namesake. 'I have mortar, and you have water, so together
let us pa�nt the town.'"

Murmur�ng am�d the s�lence could be heard small, l�ght waves that were
no more than r�pples. Beh�nd us the busy clamour of the monastery had
d�ed down, and even Kal�n�n's cheery vo�ce seemed subdued by the
�nfluence of the n�ght—�t seemed to have �n �t less of the note of self-
conf�dence.

"My mother was a wet-nurse," he went on to volunteer, "and I her only
ch�ld. When I was twelve years of age I was, ow�ng to my he�ght, converted
�nto a footman. It happened thus. One day, on General Stepan (my mother's
then employer) happen�ng to catch s�ght of me, he excla�med: 'Evgen�a, go
and tell Fedor' (the ex-sold�er who was then serv�ng the General as
footman) 'that he �s to teach your son to wa�t at table! The boy �s at least tall
enough for the work.' And for n�ne years I served the General �n th�s
capac�ty. And then, and then—oh, THEN I was se�zed w�th an �llness....
Next, I obta�ned a post under a merchant who was then mayor of our town,
and stayed w�th h�m twenty-one months. And next I obta�ned a s�tuat�on �n
an hotel at Kharkov, and held �t for a year. And after that I kept chang�ng
my places, for, steady and sober though I was, I was beg�nn�ng to lack taste
for my profess�on, and to develop a sp�r�t of the k�nd wh�ch deemed all
work to be beneath me, and cons�dered that I had been created to serve only
myself, not others."

Along the h�gh road to Sukhum wh�ch lay beh�nd us there were
proceed�ng some �nv�s�ble travellers whose scrap�ng of feet as they walked
procla�med the fact that they were not over-used to journey�ng on foot. Just
as the party drew level w�th us, a mus�cal vo�ce hummed out softly the l�ne
"Alone w�ll I set forth upon the road," w�th the word "alone" pla�nt�vely
stressed. Next, a resonant bass vo�ce sa�d w�th a sort of �ndolent
�nc�s�veness:



"Aphon or aphon�a means loss of speech to the extent of, to the extent of
—oh, to WHAT extent, most learned Vera Vas�l�evna?"

"To the extent of total loss of power of art�culat�on," repl�ed a vo�ce
fem�n�ne and youthful of t�mbre.

Just at that moment we saw two dark, blurred f�gures, w�th a paler f�gure
between them, come gl�d�ng �nto v�ew.

"Strange �ndeed �s �t that, that—"

"That what?"

"That so many names proper to these parts should also be so suggest�ve.
Take, for �nstance, Mount Nakop�oba. Certa�nly folk hereabouts seem to
have "amassed" th�ngs, and to have known how to do so." [The verb
nakop�t means to amass, to heap up.]

"For my part, I always fa�l to remember the name of S�mon the
Canaan�te. Constantly I f�nd myself call�ng h�m 'the Ca�n�te.'"

"Look here," �nterrupted the mus�cal vo�ce �n a tone of chastened
enthus�asm. "As I contemplate all th�s beauty, and �nhale th�s restfulness, I
f�nd myself reflect�ng: 'How would �t be �f I were to let everyth�ng go to the
dev�l, and take up my abode here for ever?'"

At th�s po�nt all further speech became drowned by the sound of the
monastery's bell as �t struck the hour. The only utterance that came borne to
my ears was the mournful fragment:

Oh, �f �nto a s�ngle word
I could pour my �nmost thoughts!

To the forego�ng d�alogue my compan�on had l�stened w�th h�s head
t�lted to one s�de, much as though the d�alogue had deflected �t �n that
d�rect�on: and now, as the vo�ces d�ed away �nto the d�stance, he s�ghed,
stra�ghtened h�mself, and sa�d:



"Clearly those people were educated folk. And see too how, as they
talked of one th�ng and another, there cropped up the old and ever-pers�stent
po�nt."

"To what po�nt are you referr�ng?"

My compan�on paused a moment before he repl�ed. Then he sa�d:

"Can �t be that you d�d not hear �t? D�d you not hear one of those people
remark: 'I have a m�nd to surrender everyth�ng '?"

Whereafter, bend�ng forward, and peer�ng at me as a bl�nd man would
do, Kal�n�n added �n a half-wh�sper:

"More and more are folk com�ng to th�nk to themselves: 'Now must I
forsake everyth�ng.' In the end I myself came to th�nk �t. For many a year
d�d I �ncreas�ngly reflect: 'Why should I be a servant? What w�ll �t ever
prof�t me? Even �f I should earn twelve, or twenty, or f�fty roubles a month,
to what w�ll such earn�ngs lead, and where w�ll the man �n me come �n?
Surely �t would be better to do noth�ng at all, but just to gaze �nto space (as
I am do�ng now), and let my eyes stare stra�ght before me?'"

"By the way, what were you talk�ng to those people about?"

"Wh�ch people do you mean?"

"The bearded man and the rest, the company �n the guest-chamber?"

"Ah, THAT man I d�d not l�ke—I have no fancy at all for fellows who
strew the�r gr�ef about the world, and leave �t to be trampled upon by every
chance-comer. For how can the tears of my ne�ghbour benef�t me? True,
every man has h�s troubles; but also has every man such a pred�lect�on for
h�s part�cular woe that he ends by deem�ng �t the most b�tter and remarkable
gr�ef �n the un�verse—you may take my word for that."

Suddenly the speaker rose to h�s feet, a tall, lean f�gure.

"Now I must seek my bed," he remarked. "You see, I shall have to leave
here very early tomorrow."



"And for what po�nt?"

"For Novoross�sk."

Now, the day be�ng a Saturday, I had drawn my week's earn�ngs from the
monastery's pay-off�ce just before the v�g�l serv�ce. Also, Novoross�sk d�d
not really l�e �n my d�rect�on. Th�rdly, I had no part�cular w�sh to exchange
the monastery for any other lodg�ng. Nevertheless, desp�te all th�s, the man
�nterested me to such an extent (of persons who genu�nely �nterest one there
never ex�st but two, and, of them, oneself �s always one) that stra�ghtway I
observed:

"I too shall be leav�ng here tomorrow."

"Then let us travel together."

At dawn, therefore, we set forth to foot the road �n company. At t�mes I
mentally soared aloft, and v�ewed the scene from that vantage-po�nt.
Whenever I d�d so, I beheld two tall men travers�ng a narrow track by a
seashore—the one clad �n a grey m�l�tary overcoat and a hat w�th a broken
crown, and the other �n a drab kaftan and a plush cap. At the�r feet the
boundless sea was splash�ng wh�te foam, salt-dr�ed r�bands of seaweed were
strew�ng the path, golden leaves were danc�ng h�ther and th�ther, and the
w�nd was howl�ng at, and buffet�ng, the travellers as clouds sa�led over the�r
heads. Also, to the�r r�ght there lay stretched a cha�n of mounta�ns towards
wh�ch the clouds kept wear�ly, nervelessly tend�ng, wh�le to the�r left there
lay spread a wh�te-laced expanse over the surface of wh�ch a roar�ng w�nd
kept ceaselessly dr�v�ng transparent columns of spray.

On such stormy days �n autumn everyth�ng near a seashore looks
part�cularly cheerful and v�gorous, see�ng that, desp�te the sough�ng of w�nd
and wave, and the sw�ft onrush of cloud, and the fact that the sun �s only
occas�onally to be seen suspended �n abysses of blue, and resembles a
droop�ng flower, one feels that the apparent chaos has lurk�ng �n �t a secret
harmony of mundane, but �mper�shable, forces—so much so that �n t�me
even one's puny human heart comes to �mb�be the prevalent sp�r�t of revolt,
and, catch�ng f�re, to cry to all the un�verse: "I love you!"



Yes, at such t�mes one des�res to taste l�fe to the full, and so to l�ve that
the anc�ent rocks shall sm�le, and the sea's wh�te horses prance the h�gher,
as one's mouth accla�ms the earth �n such a paean that, �ntox�cated w�th the
laudat�on, �t shall unfold �ts r�ches w�th added bount�fulness and d�splay
more and more man�fest beauty under the spur of the love expressed by one
of �ts creatures, expressed by a human be�ng who feels for the earth what he
would feel for a woman, and yearns to fert�l�se the same to ever-�ncreas�ng
splendour.

Nevertheless, words are as heavy as stones, and after fell�ng fancy to the
ground, serve but to heap her grey coff�n-l�d, and cause one, as one stands
contemplat�ng the tomb, to laugh �n sheer self-der�s�on... .

Suddenly, plunged �n dreams as I walked along, I heard through the
plash of the waves and the s�zzle of the foam the unfam�l�ar words:

"Hymen, Demon, Igamon, and Zm�ulan. Good dev�ls are these, not bad."

"How does Chr�st get on w�th them?" I asked.

"Chr�st? He does not enter �nto the matter."

"Is He host�le to them?"

"Is He HOSTILE to them? How could He be? Dev�ls of that k�nd are
dev�ls to themselves-dev�ls of a decent sort. Bes�des, to no one �s Chr�st
host�le" .............................. . . . . .

[In the Russ�an th�s h�atus occurs as marked.]

As though unable any longer to brave the assault of the b�llows, the path
suddenly swerved towards the bushes on our r�ght, and, �n do�ng so, caused
the cloud-wrapped mounta�ns to sh�ft correspond�ngly to our �mmed�ate
front, where the masses of vapour were darken�ng as though ra�n were
probable.



Kal�n�n's d�scourse proved �nstruct�ve as w�th h�s st�ck he from t�me to
t�me knocked the track clear of cl�ng�ng tendr�ls.

"The local�ty �s not w�thout �ts per�ls," once he remarked. "For
hereabouts there lurks malar�a. It does so because long ago Mal�ar of
Kostroma ban�shed h�s ev�l s�ster, Fever, to these parts. Probably he was
pa�d to do so, but the exact c�rcumstances escape my memory."

So th�ckly was the surface of the sea streaked w�th cloud-shadows that �t
bore the appearance of be�ng �n mourn�ng, of be�ng decked �n the funeral
colours of black and wh�te. Afar off, Gudaout lay lashed w�th foam, wh�le
constantly objects l�ke snowdr�fts kept gl�d�ng towards �t.

"Tell me more about those dev�ls," I sa�d at length.

"Well, �f you w�sh. But what exactly am I to tell you about them?"

"All that you may happen to know."

"Oh, I know EVERYTHING about them."

To th�s my compan�on added a w�nk. Then he cont�nued:

"I say that I know everyth�ng about those dev�ls for the reason that for
my mother I had a most remarkable woman, a woman cogn�sant of each
and every spec�es of proverb, anathema, and �tem of hag�ology. You must
know that, after spread�ng my bed bes�de the k�tchen stove each n�ght, and
her own bed on the top of the stove (for, after her wet-nurs�ng of three of
the General's ch�ldren, she l�ved a l�fe of absolute ease, and d�d no work at
all)—"

Here Kal�n�n halted, and, dr�v�ng h�s st�ck �nto the ground, glanced back
along the path before resum�ng h�s way w�th f�rm, lengthy str�des.

"I may tell you that the General had a n�ece named Valent�na Ignat�evna.
And she too was a most remarkable woman."

"Remarkable for what?"



"Remarkable for EVERYTHING."

At th�s moment there came float�ng over our heads through the damp-
saturated a�r a cormorant—one of those vorac�ous b�rds wh�ch so markedly
lack �ntell�gence. And somehow the wh�stl�ng of �ts powerful p�n�ons awoke
�n me an unpleasant rem�n�scent thought.

"Pray cont�nue," I sa�d to my fellow traveller.

"And each n�ght, as I lay on the floor (I may ment�on that never d�d I
cl�mb on to the stove, and to th�s day I d�sl�ke the heat of one), �t was her
custom to s�t w�th her legs dangl�ng over the edge of the top, and tell me
stor�es. And though the room would be too dark for me to see her face, I
could yet see the th�ngs of wh�ch she would be speak�ng. And at t�mes, as
these tales came float�ng down to me, I would f�nd them so horr�ble as to be
forced to cry out, 'Oh, Mamka, Mamka, DON'T!...' To th�s hour I have no
love for the b�zarre, and am but a poor hand at remember�ng �t. And as
strange as her stor�es was my mother. Eventually she d�ed of an attack of
blood-po�son�ng and, though but forty, had become grey-headed. Yes, and
so terr�bly d�d she smell after her death that everyone �n the k�tchen was
constra�ned to excla�m at the odour."

"Yes, but what of the dev�ls?"

"You must wa�t a m�nute or two."

Ever as we proceeded, cl�ng�ng, fantast�c branches kept clos�ng �n upon
the path, so that we appeared to be walk�ng through a sea of murmur�ng
verdure. And from t�me to t�me a bough would fl�ck us as though to say:
"Speed, speed, or the ra�n w�ll be upon you!"

If anyth�ng, however, my compan�on slackened h�s pace as �n measured,
s�ng-song accents he cont�nued:

"When Jesus Chr�st, God's Son, went forth �nto the w�lderness to collect
H�s thoughts, Satan sent dev�ls to subject H�m to temptat�on. Chr�st was
then young; and as He sat on the burn�ng sand �n the m�ddle of the desert,
He pondered upon one th�ng and another, and played w�th a handful of



pebbles wh�ch He had collected. Unt�l presently from afar, there descr�ed
H�m the dev�ls Hymen, Demon, Igamon, and Zm�ulan—dev�ls of equal age
w�th the Sav�our.

"Draw�ng near unto H�m, they sa�d, 'Pray suffer us to sport w�th Thee.'
Whereupon Chr�st answered w�th a sm�le: 'Pray be seated.' Then all of them
d�d s�t down �n a c�rcle, and proceed to bus�ness, wh�ch bus�ness was to see
whether or not any member of the party could so throw a stone �nto the a�r
as to prevent �t from fall�ng back upon the burn�ng sand.

.............................. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
. . . . . . .

[In the or�g�nal Russ�an th�s h�atus occurs as g�ven.]

"Chr�st H�mself was the f�rst to throw a stone; whereupon H�s stone
became changed �nto a s�x-w�nged dove, and fluttered away towards the
Temple of Jerusalem. And, next, the �mpotent dev�ls strove to do the same;
unt�l at length, when they saw that Chr�st could not �n any w�se be tempted,
Zm�ulan, the sen�or of the dev�ls, cr�ed:

"'Oh Lord, we w�ll tempt Thee no more; for of a surety do we ava�l not,
and, though we be dev�ls, never shall do so!'

"'Aye, never shall ye!' Chr�st d�d agree. 'And, therefore, I w�ll now fulf�l
that wh�ch from the f�rst I d�d conce�ve. That ye be dev�ls I know r�ght well.
And that, wh�le yet afar off, ye d�d, on behold�ng me, have compass�on
upon me I know r�ght well. Wh�le also ye d�d not �n any w�se seek to
conceal from me the truth as concern�ng yourselves. Hence shall ye, for the
rema�nder of your l�ves, be GOOD dev�ls; so that at the last shall matters be
rendered eas�er for you. Do thou, Zm�ulan, become K�ng of the Ocean, and
send the w�nds of the sea to cleanse the land of foul a�r. And do thou,
Demon, see to �t that the cattle shall eat of no po�sonous herb, but that all
herbs of the sort be covered w�th pr�ckles. Do thou, Igamon, comfort, by
n�ght, all comfortless w�dows who shall be blam�ng God for the death of



the�r husbands? And do thou, Hymen, as the youngest dev�l of the band,
choose for thyself where�n shall l�e thy charge.'

"'Oh Lord,' repl�ed Hymen, 'I do love but to laugh.'

"And the Sav�our repl�ed:

"'Then cause thou folk to laugh. Only, mark thou, see to �t that they
laugh not IN CHURCH.'

"'Yet even �n church would I laugh, Oh Lord,' the dev�l objected.

"'Jesus Chr�st H�mself laughed.

"'God go w�th you!' at length He sa�d. 'Then let folk laugh even �n church
—but QUIETLY.'

"In such w�se d�d Chr�st convert those four ev�l dev�ls �nto dev�ls of
goodness."

Soar�ng over the green, bushy sea were a number of old oaks. On them
the yellow leaves were trembl�ng as though ch�lled; here and there a sturdy
hazel was doff�ng �ts w�thered garments, and elsewhere a w�ld cherry was
qu�ver�ng, and elsewhere an almost naked chestnut was pol�tely render�ng
obe�sance to the earth.

"D�d you f�nd that story of m�ne a good one?" my compan�on �nqu�red.

"I d�d, for Chr�st was so good �n �t."

"Always and everywhere He �s so," Kal�n�n proudly rejo�ned. "But do
you also know what an old woman of Smolensk used to s�ng concern�ng
H�m?"

"I do not."

Halt�ng, my strange traveller chanted �n a fe�gnedly sen�le and tremulous
vo�ce, as he beat t�me w�th h�s foot:



In the heavens a flow'r doth blow,
It �s the Son of God.
From �t all our joys do flow,
It �s the Son of God.
In the sun's red rays He dwells
He, the Son of God.
H�s l�ght our every �ll d�spels.
Pra�sed be the Son of God!

Each success�ve l�ne seemed to �nsp�re Kal�n�n's vo�ce w�th added
youthfulness, unt�l, �ndeed, the conclud�ng words—"The One and Only
God"—�ssued �n a h�gh, agreeable tenor.

Suddenly a flash of l�ghtn�ng blazed before us, wh�le dull thunder
crashed among the mounta�ns, and sent �ts hundred-vo�ced echoes roll�ng
over land and sea. In h�s consternat�on, Kal�n�n opened h�s mouth unt�l a set
of f�ne, even teeth became bared to v�ew. Then, w�th repeated cross�ngs of
h�mself, he muttered.

"Oh dread God, Oh benef�cent God, Oh God who s�ttest on h�gh, and on
a golden throne, and under a g�lded canopy, do Thou now pun�sh Satan, lest
he overwhelm me �n the m�dst of my s�ns!"

Whereafter, turn�ng a small and terr�f�ed face �n my d�rect�on, and
bl�nk�ng h�s br�ght eyes, he added w�th hurr�ed d�ct�on:

"Come, brother! Come! Let us run on ahead, for thunderstorms are my
bane. Yes, let us run w�th all poss�ble speed, run ANYWHERE, for soon the
ra�n w�ll be pour�ng down, and these parts are full of lurk�ng fever."

Off, therefore, we started, w�th the w�nd sm�t�ng us beh�nd, and our
kettles and teapots jangl�ng, and my wallet, �n part�cular, thump�ng me
about the m�ddle of the body as though �t had been w�eld�ng a large, soft
f�st. Yet a far cry would �t be to the mounta�ns, nor was any dwell�ng �n
s�ght, wh�le ever and anon branches caught at our clothes, and stones leapt
aloft under our tread, and the a�r grew stead�ly darker, and the mounta�ns
seemed to beg�n gl�d�ng towards us.



Once more from the black cloud-masses, heaven belched a f�ery dart
wh�ch caused the sea to sc�nt�llate w�th blue sapph�res �n response, and,
seem�ngly, to reco�l from the shore as the earth shook, and the mounta�n
def�les em�tted a g�gant�c scrunch�ng sound of the�r rock-hewn jaws.

"Oh Holy One! Oh Holy One! Oh Holy One!" screamed Kal�n�n as he
d�ved �nto the bushes.

In the rear, the waves lashed us as though they had a m�nd to arrest our
progress; from the gloom to our front came a sort of scrap�ng and rasp�ng;
long black hands seemed to wave over our heads; just at the po�nt where the
mounta�n crests lay swathed �n the�r dense coverlet of cloud, there rumbled
once more the deafen�ng �ron char�ot of the thunder-god; more and more
frequently flashed the l�ghtn�ng as the earth rang, and r�fts cleft by the blue
glare d�sclosed, am�d the obscur�ty, great trees that were rustl�ng and
rock�ng and, to all appearances, rac�ng headlong before the scourge of a
cold, slant�ng ra�n.

The occas�on was a harass�ng but brac�ng one, for as the f�ne bands of
ra�n beat upon our faces, our bod�es felt f�lled w�th a heady v�gour of a k�nd
to f�t us to run �ndef�n�tely—at all events to run unt�l th�s storm of ra�n and
thunder should be outpaced, and clear weather be reached aga�n.

Suddenly Kal�n�n shouted: "Stop! Look!"

Th�s was because the f�tful �llum�nat�on of a flash had just shown up �n
front of us the trunk of an oak tree wh�ch had a large black hollow let �nto �t
l�ke a doorway. So �nto that hollow we crawled as two m�ce m�ght have
done—laugh�ng aloud �n our glee as we d�d so.

"Here there �s room for THREE persons," my compan�on remarked.
"Ev�dently �t �s a hollow that has been burnt out—though rascals �ndeed
must the burners have been to k�ndle a f�re �n a l�v�ng tree!"

However, the space w�th�n the hollow was both conf�ned and redolent of
smoke and dead leaves. Also, heavy drops of ra�n st�ll bespattered our heads
and shoulders, and at every peal of thunder the tree qu�vered and creaked
unt�l the str�dent d�n around us gave one the �llus�on of be�ng afloat �n a



narrow ca�que. Meanwh�le at every flash of the l�ghtn�ng's glare, we could
see slant�ng r�bands of ra�n cutt�ng the a�r w�th a network of blue,
gl�sten�ng, v�treous l�nes.

Presently, the w�nd began to wh�stle less loudly, as though now �t felt
sat�sf�ed at hav�ng dr�ven so much product�ve ra�n �nto the ground, and
washed clean the mounta�n tops, and loosened the stony so�l.

"U-oh! U-oh!" hooted a grey mounta�n owl just over our heads.

"Why, surely �t bel�eves the t�me to be n�ght!" Kal�n�n commented �n a
wh�sper.

"U-oh! U-u-u-oh!" hooted the b�rd aga�n, and �n response my compan�on
shouted:

"You have made a m�stake, my brother!"

By th�s t�me the a�r was feel�ng ch�lly, and a br�ght grey fog had
streamed over us, and wrapped a sem�-transparent ve�l about the gnarled,
barrel-l�ke trunks w�th the�r outgrow�ng shoots and the few rema�n�ng
leaves st�ll adher�ng.

Far and w�de the monotonous d�n cont�nued to rage—�t d�d so unt�l
consc�ous thought began almost to be �mposs�ble. Yet even as one stra�ned
one's attent�on, and l�stened to the ra�n lash�ng the fallen leaves, and
pound�ng the stones, and bespatter�ng the trunks of the trees, and to the
murmur�ng and splash�ng of r�vulets rac�ng towards the sea, and to the
roar�ng of torrents as they thundered over the rocks of the mounta�ns, and to
the creak�ng of trees before the w�nd, and to the measured thud-thud of the
waves; as one l�stened to all th�s, the thousand sounds seemed to comb�ne
�nto a s�ngle heav�ness of hurr�ed clamour, and �nvoluntar�ly one found
oneself str�v�ng to d�sun�te them, and to space them even as one spaces the
words of a song.

Kal�n�n f�dgeted, nudged me, and muttered:

"I f�nd th�s place too close for me. Always I have hated conf�nement."



Nevertheless he had taken far more care than I to make h�mself
comfortable, for he had edged h�mself r�ght �nto the hollow, and, by
squatt�ng on h�s haunches, reduced h�s frame to the form of a ball.
Moreover, the ra�n-dr�pp�ngs scarcely or �n no w�se touched h�m, wh�le, �n
general, he appeared to have developed to the full an apt�tude for vagrancy
as a permanent cond�t�on, and for the allow�ng of no unpleasant
c�rcumstance to debar h�m from �nvar�ably f�nd�ng the most conven�ent
vantage-ground at a g�ven juncture. Presently, �n fact, he cont�nued:

"Yes; desp�te the ra�n and cold and everyth�ng else, I cons�der l�fe to be
not qu�te �ntolerable."

"Not qu�te �ntolerable �n what?"

"Not qu�te �ntolerable �n the fact that at least I am bound to the serv�ce of
no one save God. For �f d�sagreeablenesses have to be endured, at all events
they come better from H�m than from one's own spec�es."

"Then you have no great love for your own spec�es?"

"One loves one's ne�ghbour as the dog loves the st�ck." To wh�ch, after a
pause, the speaker added:

"For WHY should I love h�m?"

It puzzled me to c�te a reason off-hand, but, fortunately, Kal�n�n d�d not
wa�t for an answer—rather, he went on to ask:

"Have you ever been a footman?"

"No," I repl�ed.

"Then let me tell you that �t �s pecul�arly d�ff�cult for a footman to love
h�s ne�ghbour."

"Wherefore?"

"Go and be a footman; THEN you w�ll know. In fact, �t �s never the case
that, �f one serves a man, one can love that man.... How stead�ly the ra�n



pers�sts!"

Indeed, on every hand there was �n progress a tr�ckl�ng and a splash�ng
sound as though the weep�ng earth were vent�ng soft, sorrowful sobs over
the departure of summer before w�nter and �ts storms should arr�ve.

"How come you to be travell�ng the Caucasus?" I asked at length.

"Merely through the fact that my walk�ng and walk�ng has brought me
h�ther," was the reply. "For that matter, everyone ends by head�ng for the
Caucasus."

"Why so?"

"Why NOT, see�ng that from one's earl�est years one hears of noth�ng but
the Caucasus, the Caucasus? Why, even our old General used to harp upon
the name, w�th h�s moustache br�stl�ng, and h�s eyes protrud�ng, as he d�d
so. And the same as regards my mother, who had v�s�ted the country �n the
days when, as yet, the General was �n command but of a company. Yes,
everyone tends h�ther. And another reason �s the fact that the country �s an
easy one to l�ve �n, a country wh�ch enjoys much sunsh�ne, and produces
much food, and has a w�nter less long and severe than our own w�nter, and
therefore presents pleasanter cond�t�ons of l�fe."

"And what of the country's people?"

"What of the country's people? Oh, so long as you keep yourself to
yourself they w�ll not �nterfere w�th you."

"And why w�ll they not?"

Kal�n�n paused, stared at me, sm�led condescend�ngly, and, f�nally, sa�d:

"What a dullard you are to ask about such s�mple th�ngs! Were you never
g�ven any sort of an educat�on? Surely by th�s t�me you ought to be able to
understand someth�ng?"

Then, w�th a change of subject, and subdu�ng h�s tone to one of snuffl�ng
suppl�cat�on, he added �n the s�ng-song chant of a person rec�t�ng a prayer:



"'Oh Lord, suffer me not to become bound unto the clergy the
pr�esthood, the d�aconate, the tch�novstvo, [The off�c�al class] or the
�ntell�gents�a!' Th�s was a pet�t�on wh�ch my mother used often to repeat."

The ra�ndrops now were fall�ng more gently, and �n f�ner l�nes and more
transparent network, so that one could once more descry the great trunks of
the blackened oaks, w�th the green and gold of the�r leaves. Also, our own
hollow had grown less dark, and there could be d�scerned �ts smoky, sat�n-
br�ght walls. From those walls Kal�n�n p�cked a b�t of charcoal w�th f�nger
and thumb, say�ng:

"It was shepherds that f�red the place. See where they dragged �n hay and
dead leaves! A shepherd's f�fe hereabouts must be a truly glor�ous one!"

Lastly, clasp�ng h�s head as though he were about to fall asleep, he sank
h�s ch�n between h�s knees, and relapsed �nto s�lence.

Presently a br�ll�ant, s�nuous l�ttle r�vulet wh�ch had long been lav�ng the
bare roots of our tree brought float�ng past us a red and fawn leaf.

"How pretty," I thought, "that leaf w�ll look from a d�stance when
repos�ng on the surface of the sea! For, l�ke the sun when he �s �n sol�tary
possess�on of the heavens, that leaf w�ll stand out aga�nst the blue, s�lky
expanse l�ke a lonely red star."

After awh�le my compan�on began, catl�ke, to purr to h�mself a song. Its
melody, the melody of "the moon w�thdrew beh�nd a cloud," was fam�l�ar
enough, but not so the words, wh�ch ran:

Oh Valent�na, wondrous ma�d,
More comely thou than e'er a flow'r!
The nurse's son doth p�ne for thee,
And yearn to serve thee every hour!

"What does that d�tty mean?" I �nqu�red.

Kal�n�n stra�ghtened h�mself, gave a wr�ggle to a form that was as l�the
as a l�zard's, and passed one hand over h�s face.



"It �s a certa�n compos�t�on," he repl�ed presently. "It �s a compos�t�on
that was composed by a m�l�tary clerk who afterwards d�ed of consumpt�on.
He was my fr�end h�s l�fe long, and my only fr�end, and a true one, bes�des
be�ng a man out of the common."

"And who was Valent�na?"

"My one-t�me m�stress," Kal�n�n spoke unw�ll�ngly.

"And he, the clerk—was he �n love w�th her?"

"Oh dear no!"

Ev�dently Kal�n�n had no part�cular w�sh to d�scuss the subject, for he
hugged h�mself together, bur�ed h�s face �n h�s hands, and muttered:

"I should l�ke to k�ndle a f�re, were �t not that everyth�ng �n the place �s
too damp for the purpose."

The w�nd shook the trees, and wh�stled despondently, wh�le the f�ne,
pers�stent ra�n st�ll wh�pped the earth.

"I but humble am, and poor, Nor fated to be otherw�se,"

sang Kal�n�n softly as, fl�ng�ng up h�s head w�th an unexpected
movement, he added mean�ngly:

"Yes, �t �s a mournful song, a song wh�ch could move to tears. Only to
two persons has �t ever been known; to my fr�end the clerk and to myself.
Yes, and to HER, though I need hardly add that at once she forgot �t."

And Kal�n�n's eyes flashed �nto a sm�le as he added:

"I th�nk that, as a young man, you had better learn forthw�th where the
greatest danger lurks �n l�fe. Let me tell you a story."

And upon that a very human tale f�ltered through the s�lken monotonous
sw�sh of the downpour, w�th, for l�steners to �t, only the ra�n and myself.



"Luk�anov was NEVER �n love w�th her," he narrated. "Only I was that.
All that Luk�anov d�d �n the matter was to wr�te, at my request, some
verses. When she f�rst appeared on the scene (I mean Valent�na Ignat�evna)
I was just turned n�neteen years of age; and the �nstant that my eyes fell
upon her form I real�sed that �n her alone lay my fate, and my heart almost
stopped beat�ng, and my v�tal�ty stretched out towards her as a speck of dust
fl�es towards a f�re. Yet all th�s I had to conceal as best I m�ght; w�th the
result that �n the company's presence I felt l�ke a sentry do�ng guard duty �n
the presence of h�s command�ng off�cer. But at last, though I strove to pull
myself together, to steady myself aga�nst the ferment that was rag�ng �n my
breast, someth�ng happened. Valent�na Ignat�evna was then aged about
twenty-f�ve, and very beaut�ful—marvellous, �n fact! Also, she was an
orphan, s�nce her father had been k�lled by the Chechentzes, and her mother
had d�ed of smallpox at Samarkand. As regards her k�nsh�p w�th the
General, she stood to h�m �n the relat�on of n�ece by marr�age. Golden-
locked, and as sk�n-fa�r as enamelled porcela�n, she had eyes l�ke emeralds,
and a f�gure wholly symmetr�cal, though as sl�m as a wafer. For bedroom
she had a l�ttle corner apartment s�tuated next to the k�tchen (the General
possessed h�s own house, of course), wh�le, �n add�t�on, they allotted her a
br�ght l�ttle boudo�r �n wh�ch she d�sposed her cur�os and kn�ckknacks, from
cut-glass bottles and goblets to a copper p�pe and a glass r�ng mounted on
copper. Th�s r�ng, when turned, used to em�t showers of gl�tter�ng sparks,
though she was �n no way afra�d of them, but would s�ng as she made them
dance:

"Not for me the spr�ng w�ll dawn!
Not for me the Bug w�ll spate!
Not for me love's sm�le w�ll wa�t!
Not for me, ah, not for me!

"Constantly would she warble th�s.

"Also, once she flashed an appeal at me w�th her eyes, and sa�d:

"'Alexe�, please never touch anyth�ng �n my room, for my th�ngs are too
frag�le.'



"Sure enough, �n HER presence ANYTHING m�ght have fallen from my
hands!

"Meanwh�le her song about 'Not for me' used to make me feel sorry for
her. 'Not for you?' I used to say to myself. 'Ought not EVERYTHING to be
for you?' And th�s reflect�on would cause my heart to yearn and stretch
towards her. Next, I bought a gu�tar, an �nstrument wh�ch I could not play,
and took �t for �nstruct�on to Luk�anov, the clerk of the D�v�s�onal Staff,
wh�ch had �ts headquarters �n our street. In pass�ng I may say that Luk�anov
was a l�ttle Jew�sh convert w�th dark ha�r, sallow features, and g�mlet-sharp
eyes, but beyond all th�ngs a fellow w�th bra�ns, and one who could play the
gu�tar unforgettably.

"Once he sa�d: 'In l�fe all th�ngs are atta�nable—noth�ng need we lose for
want of try�ng. For whence does everyth�ng come? From the pla�nest of
mank�nd. A man may not be BORN �n the rank of a general, but at least he
may atta�n to that pos�t�on. Also, the beg�nn�ng and end�ng of all th�ngs �s
woman. All that she requ�res for her capt�vat�on �s poetry. Hence, let me
wr�te you some verses, that you may tender them to her as an offer�ng.'

"These, m�nd you, were the words of a man �n whom the heart was
absolutely s�ngle, absolutely d�spass�onate."

Unt�l then Kal�n�n had told h�s story sw�ftly, w�th an�mat�on; but
thereafter he seemed, as �t were, to become ext�ngu�shed. After a pause of a
few seconds he cont�nued—cont�nued �n slower, to all appearances more
unw�ll�ng, accents—

"At the t�me I bel�eved what Luk�anov sa�d, but subsequently I came to
see that th�ngs were not altogether as he had represented—that woman �s
merely a delus�on, and poetry merely f�ddle-faddle; and that a man cannot
escape h�s fate, and that, though good �n war, boldness �s, �n peace affa�rs,
but naked effrontery. In th�s, brother, l�es the ch�ef, the fundamental law of
l�fe. For the world conta�ns certa�n people of h�gh stat�on, and certa�n
people of low; and so long as these two categor�es reta�n the�r respect�ve
pos�t�ons, all goes well; but as soon as ever a man seeks to pass from the
upper category to the �nfer�or category, or from the �nfer�or to the upper, the
fat falls �nto the f�re, and that man f�nds h�mself stuck m�dway, stuck ne�ther



here nor there, and bound to ab�de there for the rema�nder of h�s l�fe, for the
rema�nder of h�s l�fe.... Always keep to your own pos�t�on, to the pos�t�on
ass�gned you by fate..... W�ll the ra�n NEVER cease, th�nk you?"

By th�s t�me, as a matter of fact, the ra�ndrops were fall�ng less heav�ly
and densely than h�therto, and the wet clouds were beg�nn�ng to reveal
br�ght patches �n the mo�sture-soaked f�rmament, as ev�dence that the sun
was st�ll �n ex�stence.

"Cont�nue," I sa�d.

Kal�n�n laughed.

"Then you f�nd the story an �nterest�ng one," he remarked.

Presently he resumed:

"As I have sa�d, I trusted Luk�anov �mpl�c�tly, and begged of h�m to
wr�te the verses. And wr�te them he d�d—he wrote them the very next day.
True, at th�s d�stance of t�me I have forgotten the words �n the�r ent�rety, but
at least I remember that there occurred �n them a phrase to the effect that
'for days and weeks have your eyes been consum�ng my heart �n the f�re of
love, so p�ty me, I pray.' I then proceeded to copy out the poem, and
trembl�ngly to leave �t on her table.

"The next morn�ng, when I was t�dy�ng her boudo�r, she made an
unexpected entry, and, clad �n a loose, red dress�ng-gown, and hold�ng a
c�garette between her l�ps, sa�d to me w�th a k�ndly sm�le as she produced
my prec�ous paper of verses:

"'Alexe�, d�d YOU wr�te these?'

"'Yes,' was my reply. 'And for Chr�st's sake pardon me for the same.'

"'What a p�ty that such a fancy should have entered your head! For, you
see, I am engaged already—my uncle �s �ntend�ng to marry me to Doctor
Kl�achka, and I am powerless �n the matter.'



"The very fact that she could address me w�th so much sympathy and
k�ndness struck me dumb. As regards Doctor Kl�achka, I may ment�on that
he was a good-look�ng, blotchy-faced, heavy-jowled fellow w�th a
moustache that reached to h�s shoulders, and l�ps that were for ever
laugh�ng and voc�ferat�ng. 'Noth�ng has e�ther a beg�nn�ng or an end. The
only th�ng really ex�stent �s pleasure.'

"Nay, even the General could, at t�mes, make sport of the fellow, and say
as he shook w�th merr�ment:

"'A doctor-comed�an �s the sort of man that you are.'

"Now, at the per�od of wh�ch I am speak�ng I was as stra�ght as a dart,
and had a shock of luxur�ant ha�r over a set of ruddy features. Also, I was
l�v�ng a l�fe clean �n every way, and ma�nta�n�ng a caut�ous att�tude towards
womenfolk, and hold�ng prost�tutes �n a contempt born of the fact that I had
h�gher v�ews w�th regard to my l�fe's dest�ny. Lastly, I never �ndulged �n
l�quor, for I actually d�sl�ked �t, and gave way to �ts �nfluence only �n days
subsequent to the ep�sode wh�ch I am narrat�ng. Yes, and, last of all, I was
�n the hab�t of tak�ng a bath every Saturday.

"The same even�ng Kl�achka and the rest of the party went out to the
theatre (for, naturally, the General had horses and a carr�age of h�s own),
and I, for my part, went to �nform Luk�anov of what had happened.

"He sa�d: 'I must congratulate you, and am ready to wager you two
bottles of beer that your affa�r �s as good as settled. In a few seconds a fresh
lot of verses shall be turned out, for poetry const�tutes a spec�es of tal�sman
or charm.'

"And, sure enough, he then and there composed the p�ece about 'the
wondrous Valent�na.' What a tender th�ng �t �s, and how full of
understand�ng! My God, my God!"

And, w�th a thoughtful shake of h�s bead, Kal�n�n ra�sed h�s boy�sh eyes
towards the blue patches �n the ra�n-washed sky.



"Duly she found the verses," he cont�nued after a wh�le, and w�th a
vehemence that seemed wholly �ndependent of h�s w�ll. "And thereupon she
summoned me to her room.

"'What are we to do about �t all?' she �nqu�red.

"She was but half-dressed, and pract�cally the whole of her bosom was
v�s�ble to my s�ght. Also, her naked feet had on them only sl�ppers, and as
she sat �n her cha�r she kept rock�ng one foot to and fro �n a madden�ng
way.

"'What are we to do about �t all?' she repeated.

"'What am I to say about �t, at length I repl�ed, 'save that I feel as though
I were not really ex�st�ng on earth?'

"'Are you one who can hold your tongue?' was her next quest�on.

"I nodded—noth�ng else could I compass, for further speech had become
�mposs�ble. Whereupon, r�s�ng w�th brows puckered, she fetched a couple
of small ph�als, and, w�th the a�d of �ngred�ents thence, m�xed a powder
wh�ch she wrapped �n paper, and handed me w�th the words:

"'Only one way of escape offers from the Plagues of Egypt. Here I have
a certa�n powder. Ton�ght the doctor �s to d�ne w�th us. Place the powder �n
h�s soup, and w�th�n a few days I shall be free!—yes, free for you!'

"I crossed myself, and duly took from her the paper, wh�lst a m�st rose,
and swam before my eyes, as I d�d so, and my legs became perfectly numb.
What I next d�d I hardly know, for �nwardly I was swoon�ng. Indeed, unt�l
Kl�achka's arr�val the same even�ng I rema�ned pract�cally �n a state of
coma."

Here Kal�n�n shuddered—then glanced at me w�th drawn features and
chatter�ng teeth, and st�rred uneas�ly.

"Suppose we l�ght a f�re?" he ventured. "I am grow�ng sh�very all over.
But f�rst we must move outs�de."



The torn clouds were cast�ng the�r shadows wear�ly athwart the sodden
earth and gl�tter�ng stones and s�lver-dusted herbage. Only on a s�ngle
mounta�n top had a blur of m�st settled l�ke an arrested avalanche, and was
rest�ng there w�th �ts edges steam�ng. The sea too had grown calmer under
the ra�n, and was splash�ng w�th more gentle mournfulness, even as the blue
patches �n the f�rmament had taken on a softer, warmer look, and stray
sunbeams were touch�ng upon land and sea �n turn, and, where they
chanced to fall upon herbage, caus�ng pearls and emeralds to sparkle on
every leaf, and kale�doscop�c t�nts to glow where the dark-blue sea reflected
the�r generous rad�ance. Indeed, so goodly, so full of prom�se, was the scene
that one m�ght have supposed autumn to have fled away for ever before the
w�nd and the ra�n, and benef�cent summer to have been restored.

Presently through the mo�st, squelch�ng sound of our footsteps, and the
cheerful patter of the ra�n-dr�pp�ngs, Kal�n�n's narrat�ve resumed �ts langu�d,
querulous course:

"When, that even�ng, I opened the door to the doctor I could not br�ng
myself to look h�m �n the face—I could merely hang my head; whereupon,
tak�ng me by the ch�n, and ra�s�ng �t, he �nqu�red:

"Why �s your face so yellow? What �s the matter w�th you?'

"Yes, a k�nd-hearted man was he, and one who had never fa�led to t�p me
well, and to speak to me w�th as much cons�derat�on as though I had not
been a footman at all.

"'I am not �n very good health,' I repl�ed. 'I, I—'

"'Come, come!' was h�s �nterject�on. 'After d�nner I must look you over,
and �n the meanwh�le, do keep up your sp�r�ts.'

"Then I real�sed that po�son h�m I could not, but that the powder must be
swallowed by myself—yes, by myself! Aye, over my heart a flash of
l�ghtn�ng had gleamed, and shown me that now I was no longer follow�ng
the road properly ass�gned me by fate.



"Rush�ng away to my room, I poured out a glass of water, and empt�ed
�nto �t the powder; whereupon the water th�ckened, f�zzed, and became
topped w�th foam. Oh, a terr�ble moment �t was!... Then I drank the
m�xture. Yet no burn�ng sensat�on ensued, and though I l�stened to my
v�tals, noth�ng was to be heard �n that quarter, but, on the contrary, my head
began to l�ghten, and I found myself los�ng the sense of self-p�ty wh�ch had
brought me almost to the po�nt of tears.... Shall we settle ourselves here?"

Before us a large stone, capped w�th green moss and cl�mb�ng plants,
was good-humouredly thrust�ng upwards a broad, flat face beneath wh�ch
the body had, l�ke that of the hero Sv�atogov, sunken �nto the earth through
�ts own we�ght unt�l only the face, a v�sage worn w�th aeons of med�tat�on,
was now v�s�ble. On every s�de, also, had oak-trees overgrown and
encompassed the bulk of the project�on, as though they too had been made
of stone, w�th the�r branches droop�ng suff�c�ently low to brush the wr�nkles
of the anc�ent monol�th. Kal�n�n seated h�mself on h�s haunches under the
overhang�ng r�m of the stone, and sa�d as he snapped some tw�gs �n half:

"Th�s �s where we ought to have been s�tt�ng wh�lst the ra�n was com�ng
down."

"And so say I," I rejo�ned. "But pray cont�nue your story."

"Yes, when you have put a match to the f�re."

Whereafter, further w�thdraw�ng h�s spare frame under the stone, so that
he m�ght stretch h�mself at full length, Kal�n�n cont�nued:

"I walked to the pantry qu�etly enough, though my legs were totter�ng
beneath me, and I had a cold sensat�on �n my breast. Suddenly I heard the
d�n�ng-room echo to a merry peal of laughter from Valent�na Ignat�evna,
and the General reply to that outburst:

"'Ah, that man! Ah, these servants of ours! Why, the fellow would do
ANYTHING for a p�atak '[A s�lver f�ve-kopeck p�ece, equal �n value to 2
1/4 pence.]

"To th�s my beloved one retorted:



"'Oh, uncle, uncle! Is �t only a p�atak that I am worth?

And then I heard the doctor put �n:

"'What was �t you gave h�m?'

"'Merely some soda and tartar�c ac�d. To th�nk of the fun that we shall
have!'"

Here, clos�ng h�s eyes, Kal�n�n rema�ned s�lent for a moment, wh�lst the
mo�st breeze s�ghed as �t drove dense, wet m�st aga�nst the black branches
of the trees.

"At f�rst my feel�ng was one of overwhelm�ng joy at the thought that at
least not DEATH was to be my fate. For I may tell you that, so far from
be�ng harmful, soda and tartar�c ac�d are frequently taken as a remedy
aga�nst drunken headache. Then the thought occurred to me: 'But, s�nce I
am not a t�ppler, why should such a joke have been played upon ME?'
However, from that moment I began to feel eas�er, and when the company
had sat down to d�nner, and, am�d a general s�lence, I was hand�ng round
the soup, the doctor tasted h�s port�on, and, ra�s�ng h�s head w�th a frown,
�nqu�red:

"'Forg�ve me, but what soup �s th�s?'

"'Ah!' I �nwardly reflected. 'Soon, good gentlefolk, you w�ll see how
your jest has m�scarr�ed.'

"Aloud I repl�ed—repl�ed w�th complete boldness:

"'Do not fear, s�r. I have taken the powder myself.'

Upon th�s the General and h�s w�fe, who were st�ll �n �gnorance that the
jest had gone am�ss, began to t�tter, but the others sa�d noth�ng, though
Valent�na Ignat�evna's eyes grew rounder and rounder, unt�l �n an undertone
she murmured:

"'D�d you KNOW that the stuff was harmless?'



"'I d�d not,' I repl�ed. 'At least, not at the moment of my dr�nk�ng �t.'

"Whereafter fall�ng headlong to the floor, I lost consc�ousness."

Kal�n�n's small face had become pa�nfully contracted, and grown old and
haggard-look�ng. Roll�ng over on to h�s breast before the langu�sh�ng f�re,
he waved a hand to d�ss�pate the smoke wh�ch was laz�ly dr�ft�ng slant-
w�se.

"For seventeen days d�d I rema�n stretched on a s�ck-bed, and was
attended by the doctor �n person. One day, when s�tt�ng by my s�de, he
�nqu�red:

"'I presume your �ntent�on was to po�son yourself, you fool�sh fellow?'

"Yes, merely THAT was what he called me—a 'fool�sh fellow.' Yet
�ndeed, what was I to h�m? Only an ent�ty wh�ch m�ght become food for
dogs, for all he cared. Nor d�d Valent�na Ignat�evna herself pay me a s�ngle
v�s�t, and my eyes never aga�n beheld her. Before long she and Dr. Kl�achka
were duly marr�ed, and departed to Kharkov, where he was ass�gned a post
�n the Tchuguersk� Camp. Thus only the General rema�ned. Rough and
ready, he was, nevertheless, old and sens�ble, and for that reason, d�d not
matter; wherefore I reta�ned my s�tuat�on as before. On my recovery, he sent
for me, and sa�d �n a tone of reproof:

"'Look here. You are not wholly an �d�ot. What has happened �s that
those v�le books of yours have corrupted your m�nd' (as a matter of fact, I
had never read a book �n my l�fe, s�nce for read�ng I have no love or
�ncl�nat�on). 'Hence you must have seen for yourself that only �n tales do
clowns marry pr�ncesses. You know, l�fe �s l�ke a game of chess. Every
p�ece has �ts proper move on the board, or the game could not be played at
all.'"

Kal�n�n rubbed h�s hands over the f�re (slender, non-workmanl�ke hands
they were), and w�nked and sm�led.

"I took the General's words very ser�ously, and proceeded to ask myself:
'To what do those words amount? To th�s: that though I may not care



actually to take part �n the game, I need not waste my whole ex�stence
through a d�s�ncl�nat�on to learn the best use to wh�ch that ex�stence can be
put.'"

W�th a tr�umphant upl�ft of tone, Kal�n�n cont�nued:

"So, brother, I set myself to WATCH the game �n quest�on; w�th the
result that soon I d�scovered that the major�ty of men l�ve surrounded w�th a
host of superfluous commod�t�es wh�ch do but burden them, and have �n
themselves no real value. What I refer to �s books, p�ctures, ch�na, and
rubb�sh of the same sort. Thought I to myself: 'Why should I devote my l�fe
to tend�ng and dust�ng such commod�t�es wh�le r�sk�ng, all the t�me, the�r
breakage? No more of �t for me! Was �t for the tend�ng of such art�cles that
my mother bore me am�d the agon�es of ch�ldb�rth? Is �t an ex�stence of
THIS k�nd that must be passed unt�l the tomb be reached? No, no—a
thousand t�mes no! Rather w�ll I, w�th your good leave, reject altogether the
game of l�fe, and subs�st as may be best for me, and as may happen to be
my pleasure.'"

Now, as Kal�n�n spoke, h�s eyes em�tted green sparks, and as he waved
h�s hands over the f�re, as though to lop off the red tongues of flame, h�s
f�ngers tw�sted convuls�vely.

"Of course, not all at a stroke d�d I arr�ve at th�s conclus�on; I d�d so but
gradually. The person who f�nally conf�rmed me �n my op�n�on was a fr�ar
of Baku, a sage of pre-em�nent w�sdom, through h�s say�ng to me: 'W�th
noth�ng at all ought a man to fetter h�s soul. Ne�ther w�th bond-serv�ce, nor
w�th property, nor w�th womank�nd, nor w�th any other concess�on to the
temptat�ons of th�s world ought he to constra�n �ts act�on. Rather ought he to
l�ve alone, and to love none but Chr�st. Only th�s �s true. Only th�s w�ll be
for ever last�ng.'

"And," added Kal�n�n w�th an�mat�on and �nflated cheeks and flushed,
suppressed enthus�asm, "many lands and many peoples have I seen, and
always have I found (part�cularly �n Russ�a) that many folk already have
reached an understand�ng of themselves, and, consequently, refused any
longer to render obe�sance to absurd�t�es. 'Shun ev�l, and you w�ll evolve
good.' That �s what the fr�ar sa�d to me as a part�ng word—though long



before our encounter had I grasped the mean�ng of the ax�om. And that
ax�om I myself have s�nce passed on to other folk, as I hope to do yet many
t�mes �n the future."

At th�s po�nt the speaker's tone reverted to one of querulous anx�ety.

"Look how low the sun has sunk!" he excla�med.

True enough, that lum�nary, large and round, was decl�n�ng �nto—rather,
towards—the sea, wh�le suspended between h�m and the water were low,
dark, wh�te-topped cumul�.

"Soon n�ghtfall w�ll be overtak�ng us," cont�nued Kal�n�n as he fumbled
�n h�s kaftan. "And �n these parts jackals howl when darkness �s come."

In part�cular d�d I not�ce three clouds that looked l�ke Turks �n wh�te
turbans and robes of a dusky red colour. And as these cloud Turks bent the�r
heads together �n pr�vate converse, suddenly there swelled up on the back of
one of the f�gures a hump, wh�le on the turban of a second there sprouted
forth a pale p�nk feather wh�ch, becom�ng detached from �ts base, went
float�ng upwards towards the zen�th and the now rayless, despondent,
moonl�ke sun. Lastly the th�rd Turk stooped forward over the sea to screen
h�s compan�ons, and as he d�d so, developed a huge red nose wh�ch
com�cally seemed to d�p towards, and sn�ff at, the waters.

"Somet�mes," cont�nued Kal�n�n's even vo�ce through the crackl�ng and
h�ss�ng of the wood f�re, "a man who �s old and bl�nd may cobble a shoe
better than cleverer men than he, can order the�r whole l�ves."

But no longer d�d I des�re to l�sten to Kal�n�n, for the threads wh�ch had
drawn me, bound me, to h�s personal�ty had now parted. All that I des�red to
do was to contemplate �n s�lence the sea, wh�le th�nk�ng of some of those
subjects wh�ch at event�de never fa�l to st�r the soul to gentle, k�ndly
emot�on. Bombers, Kal�n�n's words cont�nued dr�pp�ng �nto my ear l�ke
belated ra�ndrops.

"Nowadays everybody �s a busybody. Nowadays everyone �nqu�res of
h�s fellow-man, 'How �s your l�fe ordered?' To wh�ch always there �s added



d�dact�cally, 'But you ought not to l�ve as you are do�ng. Let me show you
the way.' As though anyone can tell me how best my l�fe may atta�n full
development, see�ng that no one can poss�bly have such a matter w�th�n h�s
knowledge! Nay, let every man l�ve as best he pleases, w�thout compuls�on.
For �nstance, I have no need of you. In return, �t �s not your bus�ness e�ther
to requ�re or to expect aught of me. And th�s I say though Father V�tal� says
the contrary, and avers that throughout should man war w�th the ev�ls of the
world."

In the vague, w�de f�rmament a blood-red cluster of clouds was hang�ng,
and as I contemplated �t there occurred to me the thought, "May not those
clouds be erstwh�le r�ghteous world-folk who are follow�ng an unseen path
across that expanse, and dye�ng �t red w�th the�r good blood as they go, �n
order that the earth may be fert�l�sed?"

To r�ght and left of that str�p of l�v�ng flame the sea was of a cur�ous
w�ne t�nt, wh�le further off, rather, �t was as soft and black as velvet, and �n
the remote east sheet-l�ghtn�ng was flash�ng even as though some g�ant
hand were fru�tlessly endeavour�ng to str�ke a match aga�nst the sodden
f�rmament.

Meanwh�le Kal�n�n cont�nued to d�scourse w�th enthus�asm on the
subject of Father V�tal�, the Labour Super�ntendent of the monastery of
New Athos, wh�le descr�b�ng �n deta�l the monk's jov�al, clever features
w�th the�r pearly teeth and contrast�ng black and s�lver beard. In part�cular
he related how once V�tal� had kn�tted h�s f�ne, almost womanl�ke eyes, and
sa�d �n a bass wh�ch stressed �ts "o's":

"On our f�rst arr�val here, we found �n possess�on only preh�stor�c chaos
and demon�acal �nfluence. Everywhere had cl�ng�ng weeds grown to
rankness; everywhere one found one's feet entangled among b�ndweed and
other vegetat�on of the sort. And now see what beauty and joy and comfort
the hand of man has wrought!"

And, hav�ng thus spoken, the monk had traced a great c�rcle w�th h�s eye
and doughty hand, a c�rcle wh�ch had embraced as �n a frame the mount,
and the gardens fash�oned and developed by r�dg�ngs of the rock, and the
downy so�l wh�ch had been beaten �nto those r�dg�ngs, and the s�lver streak



of waterfall play�ng almost at V�tal�'s feet, and the stone-hewn sta�rcase
lead�ng to the cave of S�meon the Canaan�te, and the g�lded cupolas of the
new church where they had stood flash�ng �n the noont�de sun, and the
snow-wh�te, sh�mmer�ng blocks of the guesthouse and the servants'
quarters, and the gl�tter�ng f�shponds, and the trees of un�form tr�mness, yet
a un�formly regal d�gn�ty.

"Brethren," the monk had sa�d �n tr�umphant conclus�on, "wheresoever
man may be, he w�ll, as he so des�res, be g�ven power to overcome the
desolat�on of the w�lds."

"And then I pressed h�m further," Kal�n�n added. "Yes, I sa�d to h�m:
'Nevertheless Chr�st, our Lord, was not l�ke you, for He was homeless and a
wanderer. He was one who utterly rejected your l�fe of �ntens�ve cult�vat�on
of the so�l'" (as he related the �nc�dent Kal�n�n gave h�s head sundry jerks
from s�de to s�de wh�ch made h�s ears flap, to and fro). "'Also ne�ther for the
lowly alone nor for the exalted alone d�d Chr�st ex�st. Rather, He, l�ke all
great benefactors, was one who had no part�cular lean�ng. Nay, even when
He was roam�ng the Russ�an Land �n company w�th Sa�nts Yur� and
N�kola�, He always forbore to �ntrude H�mself �nto the v�llages' affa�rs, just
as, whenever H�s compan�ons engaged �n d�sputes concern�ng mank�nd, He
never fa�led to ma�nta�n s�lence on the subject.' Yes, thus I plagued V�tal�
unt�l he shouted at my head, 'Ah, �mpudence, you are a heret�c!'"

By th�s t�me, the a�r under the lee of the stone was grow�ng smoky and
oppress�ve, for the f�re, w�th �ts flames look�ng l�ke a bouquet compounded
of red popp�es or azaleas and blooms of an aureate t�nt, had begun fa�rly to
l�ve �ts beaut�ful ex�stence, and was blaz�ng, and d�ffus�ng warmth, and
laugh�ng �ts br�ght, cheerful, �ntell�gent laugh. Yet from the mounta�ns and
the cloud-masses even�ng was descend�ng, as the earth em�tted profound
gasps of hum�d�ty, and the sea �ntoned �ts vague, thoughtful, resonant song.

"I presume we are go�ng to pass the n�ght here?" Kal�n�n at length
quer�ed.

"No, for my �ntent�on �s, rather, to cont�nue my journey."

"Then let us make an �mmed�ate start."



"But my d�rect�on w�ll not be the same as yours, I th�nk?"

Prev�ously to th�s, Kal�n�n had squatted down upon h�s haunches, and
taken some bread and a few pears from h�s wallet; but now, on hear�ng my
dec�s�on, he replaced the v�ands �n h�s receptacle, snapped—to the l�d of �t
w�th an a�r of vexat�on—and asked:

"Why d�d you come w�th me at all?"

"Because I wanted to have a talk w�th you—I had found you an
�nterest�ng character."

"Yes. At least I am THAT; many l�ke me do not ex�st."

"Pardon me; I have met several."

"Perhaps you have." After wh�ch utterance, doubtfully drawled, the
speaker added more st�cks to the f�re.

Event�de was fall�ng w�th tardy languor, but, as yet, the sun, though
become a g�gant�c, dull, red lent�l �n appearance, was not h�dden, and the
waves were st�ll powerless to bespr�nkle h�s downward road of f�re.
Presently, however, he subs�ded �nto a cloud bank; whereupon darkness
flooded the earth l�ke water poured from an empty bas�n, and the great
k�ndly stars shone forth, and the nocturnal profund�ty, envelop�ng the world,
seemed to soften �t even as a human heart may be rendered gentle.

"Good-bye!" I sa�d as I pressed my compan�on's small, y�eld�ng hand:
whereupon he looked me �n the eyes �n h�s open, boy�sh way, and repl�ed:

"I w�sh I were go�ng w�th you!"

"Well, come w�th me as far as Gudaout."

"Yes, I w�ll."

So we set forth once more to traverse the land wh�ch I, so al�en to �ts
�nhab�tants, yet so at one w�th all that �t conta�ned, loved so dearly, and of



wh�ch I yearned to fert�l�se the l�fe �n return for the v�tal�ty w�th wh�ch �t
had f�lled my own ex�stence.

For da�ly, the threads w�th wh�ch my heart was bound to the world at
large were grow�ng more numerous; da�ly my heart was stor�ng up
someth�ng wh�ch had at �ts root a sense of love for l�fe, of �nterest �n my
fellow-man.

And that even�ng, as we proceeded on our way, the sea was s�ng�ng �ts
vespert�nal hymn, the rocks were rumbl�ng as the water caressed them, and
on the furthermost edge of the dark vo�d there were float�ng d�m wh�te
patches where the sunset's glow had not yet faded—though already stars
were glow�ng �n the zen�th. Meanwh�le every slumber�ng treetop was
aqu�ver, and as I stepped across the scattered ra�n-pools, the�r water gurgled
dream�ly, t�m�dly under my feet.

Yes, that n�ght I was a torch unto myself, for �n my breast a red flame
was smoulder�ng l�ke a l�v�ng beacon, and lead�ng me to long that some
fr�ghtened, belated wayfarer should, as �t were, s�ght my l�ttle speck of
rad�ancy am�d the darkness.

THE DEAD MAN

One even�ng I was saunter�ng along a soft, grey, dusty track between two
breast-h�gh walls of gra�n. So narrow was the track that here and there tar-
besmeared cars were ly�ng—tangled, broken, and crushed—�n the ruts of
the cartway.

F�eld m�ce squeaked as a heavy car f�rst swayed—then bent forwards
towards the sun-baked earth. A number of mart�ns and swallows were
fl�tt�ng �n the sky, and const�tut�ng a s�gn of the �mmed�ate prox�m�ty of
dwell�ngs and a r�ver; though for the moment, as my eyes roved over the
sea of gold, they encountered naught beyond a belfry r�s�ng to heaven l�ke a



sh�p's mast, and some trees wh�ch from afar looked l�ke the dark sa�ls of a
sh�p. Yes, there was noth�ng else to be seen save the brocaded, undulat�ng
steppe where gently �t sloped away south-westwards. And as was the earth's
outward appearance, so was that of the sky—equally peaceful.

Invar�ably, the steppe makes one feel l�ke a fly on a platter. Invar�ably, �t
�ncl�nes one to bel�eve, when the centre of the expanse �s reached, that the
earth l�es w�th�n the compass of the sky, w�th the sun embrac�ng �t, and the
stars hemm�ng �t about as, half-bl�nded, they stare at the sun's beauty.

Presently the sun's huge, rosy-red d�sk �mp�nged upon the blue shadows
of the hor�zon before prepar�ng to s�nk �nto a snow-wh�te cloud-bank; and
as �t d�d so �t bathed the ears of gra�n around me �n rad�ance and caused the
cornflowers to seem the darker by compar�son; and the st�llness, the herald
of n�ght, to accentuate more than ever the burden of the earth's song.

Fanw�se then spread the ruddy beams over the f�rmament; and, �n so
do�ng, they cast upon my breast a shaft of l�ght l�ke Moses' rod, and awoke
there�n a flood of calm, but ardent, sent�ments wh�ch set me long�ng to
embrace all the even�ng world, and to pour �nto �ts ear great, eloquent, and
never prev�ously vo�ced, utterances.

Now, too, the f�rmament began to spangle �tself w�th stars; and s�nce the
earth �s equally a star, and �s peopled w�th humank�nd, I found myself
long�ng to traverse every road throughout the un�verse, and to behold,
d�spass�onately, all the joys and sorrows of l�fe, and to jo�n my fellows �n
dr�nk�ng honey m�xed w�th gall.

Yet also there was upon me a feel�ng of hunger, for not s�nce the
morn�ng had my wallet conta�ned a morsel of food. Wh�ch c�rcumstance
h�ndered the process of thought, and �nterm�ttently vexed me w�th the
reflect�on that, r�ch though �s the earth, and much thence though human�ty
has won by labour, a man may yet be forced to walk hungry... .

Suddenly the track swerved to the r�ght, and as the walls of gra�n opened
out before me, there lay revealed a steppe valley, w�th, flow�ng at �ts
bottom, a blue r�vulet, and spann�ng the r�vulet, a newly-constructed br�dge



wh�ch, w�th �ts reflect�on �n the water, looked as yellow as though fash�oned
of rope. On the further s�de of the r�vulet some seven wh�te huts lay pressed
aga�nst a small decl�v�ty that was crowned w�th a cattle-fold, and am�d the
s�lver-grey trunks of some tall black poplars whose shadows, where they
fell upon the hamlet, seemed as soft as down a knee-haltered horse, was
stump�ng w�th sw�sh�ng ta�l. And though the a�r, redolent of smoke and tar
and hemp ens�lage, was f�lled w�th the sounds of poultry cackl�ng and a
baby cry�ng dur�ng the process of be�ng put to bed, the hubbub �n no way
served to d�spel the �llus�on that everyth�ng �n the valley was but part of a
sketch executed by an art�st�c hand, and cast �n soft t�nts wh�ch the sun had
s�nce caused, �n some measure, to fade.

In the centre of the sem�-c�rcle of huts there stood a br�ck-k�ln, and next
to �t, a h�gh, narrow red chapel wh�ch resembled a one-eyed watchman. And
as I stood gaz�ng at the scene �n general, a crane stooped w�th a fa�nt and
raucous cry, and a woman who had come out to draw water looked as
though, as she ra�sed bare arms to stretch herself upwards—cloud-l�ke, and
wh�te-robed from head to foot—she were about to float away altogether.

Also, near the br�ck-k�ln there lay a patch of black mud �n the gl�sten�ng,
crumpled-velvet blue substance of wh�ch two urch�ns of f�ve and three
were, breechless, and naked from the wa�st upwards, knead�ng yellow feet
am�d a s�lence as absorbed as though the�r one des�re �n l�fe had been to
�mpregnate the mud w�th the red rad�ance of the sun. And so much d�d th�s
laudable task �nterest me, and engage my sympathy and attent�on, that I
stopped to watch the strapp�ng youngsters, see�ng that even �n m�re the sun
has a r�ghtful place, for the reason that the deeper the sunl�ght's penetrat�on
of the so�l, the better does that so�l become, and the greater the benef�t to
the people dwell�ng on �ts surface.

V�ewed from above, the scene lay, as �t were, �n the palm of one's hand.
True, by no manner of means could such lowly farm cots prov�de me w�th a
job, but at least should I, for that even�ng, be able to enjoy the luxury of a
chat w�th the cots' k�ndly �nhab�tants. Hence, w�th, �n my m�nd, a base and
m�sch�evous �ncl�nat�on to reta�l to those �nhab�tants tales of the marvellous
k�nd of wh�ch I knew them to stand welln�gh as much �n need as of bread, I
resumed my way, and approached the br�dge.



As I d�d so, there arose from the ground-level an an�mated clod of earth
�n the shape of a sturdy �nd�v�dual. Unwashed and unshaven, he had
hang�ng on h�s frame an open canvas sh�rt, grey w�th dust, and baggy blue
breeches.

"Good even�ng," I sa�d to the fellow.

"I w�sh you the same," he repl�ed. "Wh�ther are you bound?"

"F�rst of all, what �s the name of th�s r�ver?"

"What �s �ts name? Why, �t �s the Saga�dak, of course."

On the man's large, round head there was a shock of br�stl�ng, gr�zzled
curls, wh�le pendent to the moustache below �t were ends l�ke those of the
moustache of a Ch�naman. Also, as h�s small eyes scanned me w�th an a�r
of �mpudent d�strust, I could detect that they were engaged �n count�ng the
holes and dams �n my ra�ment. Only after a long �nterval d�d he draw a deep
breath as from h�s pocket he produced a clay p�pe w�th a cane mouthp�ece,
and, kn�tt�ng h�s brows attent�vely, fell to peer�ng �nto the p�pe's black bowl.
Then he sa�d:



"Have you matches?"

I repl�ed �n the aff�rmat�ve.

"And some tobacco?"

For awh�le he cont�nued to contemplate the sun where that lum�nary
hung suspended above a cloud-bank before f�nally decl�n�ng. Then he
remarked:

"G�ve me a p�nch of the tobacco. As for matches, I have some."

So both of us l�t up; after wh�ch he rested h�s elbows upon the balustrade
of the br�dge, leant back aga�nst the central stanch�ons, and for some t�me
cont�nued merely to em�t and �nhale blue co�ls of smoke. Then h�s nose
wr�nkled, and he expectorated.

"Muscov�te tobacco �s �t?" he �nqu�red.

"No—Roman, Ital�an."

"Oh!" And as the wr�nkles of h�s nose stra�ghtened themselves aga�n he
added: "Then of course �t �s good tobacco."

To enter a dwell�ng �n advance of one's host �s a breach of decorum;
wherefore, I found myself forced to rema�n stand�ng where I was unt�l my
�nterlocutor's tale of quest�ons as to my prec�se �dent�ty, my exact place of
or�g�n, my true dest�nat�on, and my real reasons for travell�ng should tard�ly
w�n �ts way to a f�n�sh. Greatly the process vexed me, for I was eager,
rather, to learn what the steppe settlement m�ght have �n store for my
delectat�on.

"Work?" the fellow drawled through h�s teeth. "Oh no, there �s no work
to be got here. How could there be at th�s season of the year?"

Turn�ng as�de, he spat �nto the r�vulet.



On the further bank of the latter, a goose was strutt�ng �mportantly at the
head of a str�ng of round, fluffy, yellow gosl�ngs, wh�lst dr�v�ng the brood
were two l�ttle g�rls—the one a ch�ld but l�ttle larger than the goose �tself,
dressed �n a red frock, and armed w�th a sw�tch; and the other one a
youngster absolutely of a s�ze w�th the b�rd, pale of feature, plump of body,
bowed of leg, and grave of express�on.

"Uf�m!" came at th�s moment �n the str�dent vo�ce of a woman unseen,
but �ncensed; upon wh�ch my compan�on bestowed upon me a s�delong
nod, and muttered w�th an a�r of apprec�at�on:

"THERE'S lungs for you!"

Whereafter, he fell to tw�tch�ng the toes of a chafed and blackened foot,
and to gaz�ng at the�r na�ls. H�s next quest�on was:

"Are you, maybe, a scholar?"

"Why do you ask?"

"Because, �f you are, you m�ght l�ke to read the Book over a corpse."

And so proud, apparently, was he of the proposal that a fa�nt sm�le
crossed h�s flacc�d countenance.

"You see, �t would be work," he added w�th h�s brown eyes ve�led,
"wh�lst, �n add�t�on, you would be pa�d ten kopecks for your trouble, and
allowed to keep the shroud."

"And should also be g�ven some supper, I suppose?"

"Yes—and should also be g�ven some supper."

"Where �s the corpse ly�ng?"

"In my own hut. Shall we go there?"

Off we set. En route we heard once more a str�dent shout of:



"Uf�-�-�m!"

As we proceeded, shadows of trees gl�ded along the soft road to meet us,
wh�le beh�nd a clump of bushes on the further bank of the r�vulet some
ch�ldren were shout�ng at the�r play. Thus, what w�th the ch�ldren's vo�ces,
and the purl�ng of the water, and the no�se of someone plan�ng a p�ece of
wood, the a�r seemed full of tremulous, suspended sound. Meanwh�le, my
host sa�d to me w�th a drawl:

"Once we d�d have a reader here. An old woman she was, a regular old
w�tch who at last had to be removed to the town for amputat�on of the feet.
They m�ght well have cut off her tongue too wh�lst they were about �t,
s�nce, though useful enough, she could ra�l �ndeed!"

Presently a black puppy, a creature of about the s�ze of a toad, came
ambl�ng, three-legged fash�on, under our feet. Upon that �t st�ffened �ts ta�l,
growled, and snuffed the a�r w�th �ts t�ny p�nk nose.

Next there popped up from somewhere or another a barefooted young
woman. Clapp�ng her hands, she bawled:

"Here, you Uf�m, how I have been call�ng for you, and call�ng for you!"

"Eh? Well, I never heard you."

"Where were you, then?"

By way of reply, my conductor s�lently po�nted �n my d�rect�on w�th the
stem of h�s p�pe. Then he led me �nto the forecourt of the hut next to the one
whence the young woman had �ssued, wh�lst she proceeded to project fresh
volleys of abuse, and fresh express�ons of accentuated non-am�ab�l�ty.

In the l�ttle doorway of the dwell�ng next to hers, we found seated two
old women. One of them was as rotund and d�shevelled as a battered,
leathern ball, and the other one was a woman bony and crooked of back,
swarthy of sk�n, and �rr�table of feature. At the women's feet lay, loll�ng out
a rag-l�ke tongue, a shaggy dog wh�ch, red and pathet�c of eye, could boast
of a frame nearly as large as a sheep's.



F�rst of all, Uf�m related �n deta�l how he had fallen �n w�th myself. Then
he stated the purpose for wh�ch he conce�ved �t was poss�ble that I m�ght
prove useful. And all the t�me that he was speak�ng, two pa�rs of eyes
contemplated h�m �n s�lence; unt�l, on the complet�on of h�s rec�tal, one of
the old women gave a jerk to a th�n, dark neck, and the other old dame
�nv�ted me to take a seat wh�lst she prepared some supper.

Am�d the tangled herbage of the forecourt, a spot overgrown w�th
mallow and bramble shoots, there was stand�ng a cart wh�ch, lack�ng
wheels, had �ts axle-po�nts dark w�th m�ldew. Presently a herd of cattle was
dr�ven past the hut, and over the hamlet there seemed to ar�se, dr�ft, and
float, a perfect wave of sound. Also, as even�ng descended, I could see an
ever-�ncreas�ng number of grey shadows come creep�ng forth from the
forecourt's recesses, and overlay�ng and darken�ng the turf.

"One day all of us must d�e," remarked Uf�m, w�th empressement as he
tapped the bowl of h�s p�pe aga�nst a wall.

The next moment the barefooted, red-cheeked young woman showed
herself at the gate, and asked �n tones rather less vehement than recently:

"Are you com�ng, or are you not?"

"Presently," repl�ed Uf�m. "One th�ng at a t�me."

For supper I was g�ven a hunch of bread and a bowl of m�lk; whereupon
the dog rose, la�d �ts aged, slobber�ng muzzle upon my knee, and gazed �nto
my face w�th �ts d�m eyes as though �t were say�ng, "May I too have a b�te?"

Next, l�ke an event�de breeze among w�thered herbage, there floated
across the forecourt the hoarse vo�ce of the crook-backed old woman.

"Let us pray," she sa�d. "Oh God, take away from us all sorrow, and
rece�ve therefore requ�tement �n twofold measure!"

As she rec�ted the prayer w�th a m�en as dark as fate, the suppl�cant
rolled her long neck from s�de to s�de, and nodded her oph�d�an-shaped



head �n accordance w�th a sort of regular, letharg�c rhythm. Next I heard
s�nk to earth, at my feet, some sen�le words uttered �n a sort of s�ngsong.

"Some folk need work just as much as they w�sh, and others need do no
work at all. Yet OUR folk have to work beyond the�r strength, and to work
w�thout any recompense for the to�l wh�ch they undergo."

Upon th�s the smaller of the old crones wh�spered:

"But the Mother of God w�ll recompense them. She recompenses
everyone."

Then a dead s�lence fell—a we�ghty s�lence, a s�lence seem�ngly fraught
w�th matters of �mport, and �nsp�r�ng �n one an assurance that presently
there would be brought forth �mpress�ve reflect�ons—there would reach the
ear words of mark.

"I may tell you," at length the crook-backed old woman remarked as she
attempted to stra�ghten herself, "that though my husband was not w�thout
enem�es, he also had a part�cular fr�end named Andre�, and that when
fa�l�ng strength was beg�nn�ng to make l�fe d�ff�cult for us �n our old home
on the Don, and folk took to rev�l�ng and g�rd�ng at my husband, Andre�
came to us one day, and sa�d: 'Yakov, let not your hands fa�l you, for the
earth �s large, and �n all parts has been g�ven to men for the�r use. If folk be
cruel, they are so through stup�d�ty and prejud�ce, and must not be judged
for be�ng so. L�ve your own l�fe. Let the�rs be the�rs, and yours yours, so
that, dwell�ng �n peace, wh�le y�eld�ng to none, you shall �n t�me overcome
them all.'"

"That �s what Vas�l too used to say. He used to say: 'Let the�rs be the�rs,
and ours ours.'"

"Aye, never a good word d�es, but, wheresoever �t be uttered, fl�es thence
through the world l�ke a swallow."

Uf�m corroborated th�s w�th a nod.



"True �ndeed!" he remarked. "Though also �t has been sa�d that a good
word �s Chr�st's, and a bad word the pr�est's."

One of the old women shook her head v�gorously at th�s, and croaked:

"The badness l�es not �n any word of a pr�est, but �n what you yourself
have just sa�d. You are greyheaded, Uf�m, yet often you speak w�thout
thought."

Presently Uf�m's w�fe reappeared, and, wav�ng her hands as though she
were brand�sh�ng a s�eve, began to vent renewed volleys of v�rulent abuse.

"My God," she cr�ed, "what sort of a man �s that? Why, a man who
ne�ther speaks nor l�stens, but for ever keeps bay�ng at the moon l�ke a
dog!"

"NOW she's started!" Uf�m drawled.

Westward there were ar�s�ng, and soar�ng skyward, clouds of such a
s�m�lar�ty to blue smoke and blood-red flame that the steppe seemed almost
to be �n danger of catch�ng f�re thence. Meanwh�le a soft even�ng breeze
was caress�ng the expanse as a whole, and caus�ng the gra�n to bend
drows�ly earthward as golden-red r�pples sk�mmed �ts surface. Only �n the
eastern quarter whence n�ght's black, sultry shadow was stealth�ly creep�ng
�n our d�rect�on had darkness yet descended.

At �ntervals there came vented from the w�ndow above my head the hot
odour of a dead body; and, whenever that happened, the dog's grey nostr�ls
and muzzle would qu�ver, and �ts eyes would bl�nk p�t�fully as �t gazed
aloft. Glanc�ng at the heavens, Uf�m remarked w�th conv�ct�on:

"There w�ll be no ra�n ton�ght."

"Do you keep such a th�ng as a Psalter here?" I �nqu�red.

"Such a th�ng as a what?"

"As a Psalter—a book?"



No answer followed.

Faster and faster the southern n�ght went on descend�ng, and w�p�ng the
land clean of heat, as though that heat had been dust. Upon me there came a
feel�ng that I should l�ke to go and bury myself �n some sweet-smell�ng hay,
and sleep there unt�l sunr�se.

"Maybe Panek has one of those th�ngs?" hazarded Uf�m after a long
pause. "At any rate he has deal�ngs w�th the Molokans."

After that, the company held further converse �n wh�spers. Then all save
the more rotund of the old women left the forecourt, wh�le �ts rema�n�ng
occupant sa�d to me w�th a s�gh:

"You may come and look at h�m �f you w�sh."

Small and gentle looked the woman's meekly lowered head as, fold�ng
her hands across her breast, she added �n a wh�sper:

"Oh purest Mother of God! Oh Thou of spotless chast�ty!"

In contrast to her express�on, that on the face of the dead man was stem
and, as �t were, fraught w�th �mportance where th�ck grey eyebrows lay
parted over a large nose, and the latter curved downwards towards a
moustache wh�ch d�v�ded �ntrospect�ve, part�ally closed eyes from a mouth
that was set half-open. Indeed, �t was as though the man were ponder�ng
someth�ng of annoyance, so that presently he would make sh�ft to del�ver
h�mself of a f�nal and urgent �njunct�on. The blue smoke of a meagre candle
qu�vered meanwh�le, over h�s head, though the w�ck d�ffused so feeble a
l�ght that the death blurs under the eyes and �n the cheek furrows lay
uneffaced, and the dark hands and wr�sts, d�sposed, lumpl�ke, on the front
of the grey�sh-blue shroud, seemed to have had the�r f�ngers tw�sted �n a
manner wh�ch even death had fa�led to rect�fy. And ever and anon,
stream�ng from door to w�ndow, came a draught var�ously fraught w�th the
odours of wormwood, m�nt, and corrupt�on.

Presently the old woman's wh�sper�ng grew more an�mated and
�ntell�g�ble, wh�le constantly, am�d the wheezed mutter�ngs, sheet l�ghtn�ng



cut the black square of the w�ndow space w�th menac�ng flashes, and
seemed, w�th the�r blue glare, as �t shot through the tombl�ke hut, to cause
the candle's fl�cker�ng flame to undergo a temporary ext�nct�on, a temporary
w�thdrawal, and the grey br�stles on the dead man's face to gleam l�ke the
scales of a f�sh, and h�s features to gather themselves �nto a gr�m frown.
Meanwh�le, l�ke a stream of cold, b�tter water dr�pp�ng upon my breast, the
old woman's wh�spered sol�loquy ma�nta�ned �ts un�nterrupted flow.

At length there recurred, somehow, to my m�nd the words wh�ch,
�mpress�ve though they be, never can assuage sorrow—the words:

"Weep not for me, Martha, nor gaze �nto the tomb, for, lo, I am r�sen!"

Nay, and never would THIS man r�se aga�n....

Presently the bony old woman returned w�th a report that nowhere
among the huts could a Psalter be found, but only a book of another k�nd.
Would �t do?

The other book turned out to be a grammar of the Church Slavon�c
d�alect, w�th the f�rst pages torn out, and beg�nn�ng w�th the words, "Drug,
drug�, druzhe." ["A fr�end, of a fr�end, O fr�end."]

"What, then, are we to do?" vexedly asked the smaller of the dames
when I had expla�ned to her that a grammar could work no benef�t to a
corpse. As she put the query, her small, ch�ldl�ke face qu�vered w�th
d�sappo�ntment, and her eyes swelled and overflowed w�th tears.

"My man has l�ved h�s l�fe," she sa�d w�th a sob, "and now he cannot
even be g�ven proper bur�al!"

And, s�m�larly, when next I offered to rec�te over her husband each and
every prayer and psalm that I could contr�ve to recall to my recollect�on, on
cond�t�on that all present should meanwh�le leave the hut (for I felt that,
s�nce the task would be one novel to me, the attendance of aud�tors m�ght
h�nder me from muster�ng my ent�re stock of pet�t�ons), she so d�sbel�eved
me, or fa�led to understand me, that for long enough she could only stand



totter�ng �n the doorway as, w�th tw�tch�ng nose, she drew her sleeve across
her worn, d�m�nut�ve features.

Nevertheless she d�d, at last, take her departure.

Low over the steppe, stray flashes of summer l�ghtn�ng st�ll gleamed
aga�nst the jet black sky as they flooded the hut w�th the�r lur�d sh�mmer;
and each t�me that the darkness of the sultry n�ght swept back �nto the room,
the candle fl�ckered, and the corpse's prone f�gure seemed to open �ts half-
closed eyes and glance at the shadows wh�ch palp�tated on �ts breast, and
danced over the wh�te walls and ce�l�ng.

S�m�larly d�d I glance from t�me to t�me at HIM, yet glance w�th a
guarded eye, and w�th a feel�ng �n me that when a corpse �s present
anyth�ng may happen; unt�l f�nally I rall�ed consc�ence to my a�d, and
rec�ted under my breath:

"Pardon Thou all who have s�nned, whether they be men, or whether
they, be�ng not men, do yet stand h�gher than the beasts of the f�eld."

However, the only result of the rec�tat�on was to br�ng to my m�nd a
thought d�rectly at var�ance w�th the �mport of the words, the thought that
"�t �s not s�n that �s hard and b�tter to ensue, but r�ghteousness."

"S�ns w�lful and of �gnorance," I cont�nued. "S�ns known and unknown.
S�ns comm�tted through �mprudence and ev�l example. S�ns comm�tted
through forwardness and sloth."

"Though to YOU, brother," mentally I added to the corpse, "none of th�s,
of course, appl�es."

Aga�n, glanc�ng at the blue stars, where they hung gl�tter�ng �n the
fathomless obscur�ty of the sky, I reflected:

"Who �n th�s house �s look�ng at them save myself?"



Presently, w�th a patter�ng of claws over the beaten clay of the floor,
there entered the dog. Once or tw�ce �t paced the length of the room. Then,
w�th a sn�ff at my legs, and a grumble to �tself, �t departed as �t had come.
Perhaps the creature felt too old to bay a d�rge to �ts master after the manner
of �ts k�nd. In any case, as �t van�shed through the doorway, the shadows—
so I fanc�ed—sought to sl�p out after �t, and, float�ng �n that d�rect�on,
fanned my face w�th a breath as of �ce, wh�le the flame of the candle
fl�ckered the more—as though �t too were seek�ng to wrest �tself from the
candlest�ck, and go float�ng upwards to jo�n the band of stars—a band of
lum�nar�es wh�ch �t m�ght well have deemed to be of a br�ll�ance as small
and as p�t�ful as �ts own. And I, for my part, s�nce I had no w�sh to see what
l�ght there was d�sappear, followed the struggles of the t�ny flame w�th a
tense anx�ety wh�ch made my eyes ache. Oppressed and uneasy all over as I
stood by the dead man's shoulder, I stra�ned my ears and l�stened, l�stened
ever, to the s�lence encompass�ng the hut.

Eventually, drows�ness began to steal over me, and proved a feel�ng hard
to res�st. Yet st�ll w�th an effort d�d I contr�ve to recall the beaut�ful prayers
of Sa�nts Makar� Vel�k�, Chrysostom, and Damark�n, wh�le at the same t�me
someth�ng resembl�ng a swarm of mosqu�tos started to hum �n my head, the
words where�n the S�xth Precept �ssues �ts �njunct�on to: "all persons about
to w�thdraw to a couch of rest."

And next, to escape fall�ng asleep, I fell to rec�t�ng the kondak [Hymn
for the end of the day] wh�ch beg�ns:

"Oh Lord, refresh my soul thus gr�evously made feeble w�th wrong
do�ng."

St�ll engaged �n th�s manner, suddenly I heard someth�ng rustle outs�de
the door. Then a dry wh�sper art�culated:

"Oh God of Mercy, rece�ve unto Thyself also my soul!"

Upon that, the fancy occurred to me that probably the old woman's soul
was as grey and t�m�d as a l�nnet, and that when �t should fly up to the
throne of the Mother of God, and the Mother should extend to that l�ttle



soul her tender, wh�te, and grac�ous hand, the newcomer would tremble all
over, and flutter her gentle w�ngs unt�l well n�gh death should supervene.

And then the Mother of God would say to Her Son:

"Son, pray see the fearfulness of Thy people on earth, and the�r
estrangement from joy! Oh Son, �s that well?"

And He would make answer to Her—

He would make answer to Her, and say I know not what.

And suddenly, so I fanc�ed, a vo�ce answered m�ne out of the brood�ng
hush, as though �t too were rec�t�ng a prayer. Yet so complete, so profound,
was the st�llness, that the vo�ce seemed far away, submerged, unreal—a
mere phantom of an echo, of the echo of my own vo�ce. Unt�l, on my
des�st�ng from my rec�tal, and stra�n�ng my cars yet more, the sound seemed
to approach and grow clearer as shuffl�ng footsteps also advanced �n my
d�rect�on, and there came a mutter of:

"Nay, �t CANNOT be so!"

"Why �s �t that the dogs have fa�led to bark?" I reflected, rubb�ng my
eyes, and fancy�ng as I d�d so that the dead man's eyebrows tw�tched, and
h�s moustache st�rred �n a gr�m sm�le.

Presently a deep, hoarse, rasp�ng vo�ce voc�ferated �n the forecourt:

"What do you say, old woman? Yes, that he must d�e—I knew all along,
—so you can cease your chatter�ng? Men l�ke h�m keep up to the last, then
lay them down to r�se to more... WHO �s w�th h�m? A stranger? A-ah!"

And, the next moment, a bulk so large and shapeless that �t m�ght well
have been the darkness of the n�ght embod�ed, stumbled aga�nst the outer
s�de of the door, grunted, h�ccuped, and lurch�ng head foremost �nto the hut,
grew welln�gh to the ce�l�ng. Then �t waved a g�gant�c hand, crossed �tself



�n the d�rect�on of the candle, and, bend�ng forward unt�l �ts forehead almost
touched the feet of the corpse, quer�ed under �ts breath:

"How now, Vas�l?"

Thereafter, the f�gure vented a sob wh�lst a strong smell of vodka arose
�n the room, and from the doorway the old woman sa�d �n an appeal�ng
vo�ce:

"Pray g�ve HIM the book, Father Dem�d."

"No �ndeed! Why should I? I �ntend to do the read�ng myself."

And a heavy hand la�d �tself upon my shoulder, wh�le a great ha�ry face
bent over m�ne, and �nqu�red:

"A young man, are you not? A member of the clergy, too, I suppose?"

So covered w�th tufts of auburn ha�r was the enormous head above me—
tufts the sheen of wh�ch even the sem�-obscur�ty of the pale candlel�ght
fa�led to render �nconsp�cuous—that the mass, as a whole, resembled a
mop. And as �ts owner lurched to and fro, he made me lurch respons�vely
by now draw�ng me towards h�mself, now thrust�ng me away. Meanwh�le
he cont�nued to suffuse my face w�th the hot, th�ck odour of sp�r�tuous
l�quor.

"Father Dem�d!" aga�n essayed the old woman w�th an �mplor�ng wa�l,
but he cut her short w�th the menac�ng admon�t�on:

"How often have I told you that you must not address a deacon as
'Father'? Go to bed! Yes, be off w�th you, and let me m�nd my affa�rs
myself! GO, I say! But f�rst l�ght me another candle, for I cannot see a
s�ngle th�ng �n front of me."

W�th wh�ch, throw�ng h�mself upon a bench, the deacon slapped h�s knee
w�th a book wh�ch he had �n h�s hands, and put to me the query:

"Should you care to have a dram of gor�elka? [Another name for vodka.]



"No," I repl�ed. "At all events, not here."

"Indeed?" the deacon cr�ed, unabashed. "But come, a bottle of the stuff �s
here, �n my very pocket."

"Th�s �s no place �n wh�ch to be dr�nk�ng."

For a moment the deacon sa�d noth�ng. Then he muttered:

"True, true. So let us adjourn to the forecourt.... Yes, what you say �s no
more than the truth."

"Had you not better rema�n seated where you are, and beg�n the
read�ng?"

"No, I am go�ng to do no such th�ng. YOU shall do the read�ng. Ton�ght
I, I—well I am not very well, for I have been dr�nk�ng a l�ttle."

And, thrust�ng the book �nto my stomach, he sank h�s head upon h�s
breast, and fell to sway�ng �t ponderously up and down.

"Folk d�e," was h�s next utterance, "and the world rema�ns as full of gr�ef
as ever. Yes, folk d�e even before they have seen a l�ttle good accrue to
themselves."

"I see that your book �s not a Psalter," here I �nterposed after an
�nspect�on of the volume.

"You are wrong."

"Then look for yourself."

He grabbed the book by �ts cover, and, by d�nt of hold�ng the candle
close to �ts pages, d�scovered, eventually, that matters were as I had stated.

Th�s took h�m aback completely.

"What can the fact mean?" he excla�med. "Oh, I know what has
happened. The m�stake has come of my be�ng �n such a hurry. The other



book, the true Psalter, �s a fat, heavy volume, whereas th�s one �s—"

For a moment he seemed sobered by the shock. At all events, he rose
and, approach�ng the corpse, sa�d, as he bent over the bed w�th h�s beard
held back:

"Pardon me, Vas�l, but what �s to be done?"

Then he stra�ghtened h�mself aga�n, threw back h�s curls, and, draw�ng a
bottle from h�s pocket, and thrust�ng the neck of the bottle �nto h�s mouth,
took a long draught, w�th a wh�stl�ng of h�s nostr�ls as he d�d so.

"Well?" I sa�d.

"Well, I �ntend to go to bed—my �dea �s to dr�nk and enjoy myself
awh�le."

"Go, then."

"And what of the read�ng?"

"Who would w�sh you to mumble words wh�ch you would not be
comprehend�ng as you uttered them?"

The deacon reseated h�mself upon the bench, leaned forward, bur�ed h�s
face �n h�s hands and rema�ned s�lent.

Fast the July n�ght was wan�ng. Fast �ts shadows were d�ssolv�ng �nto
corners, and allow�ng a wh�ff of fresh dewy morn�ngt�de to enter at the
w�ndow. Already was the comb�ned l�ght of the two candles grow�ng paler,
w�th the�r flames look�ng l�ke the eyes of a fr�ghtened ch�ld.

"You have l�ved your l�fe, Vas�," at length the deacon muttered, "and
though once I had a place to wh�ch to resort, now I shall have none. Yes, my
last fr�end �s dead. Oh Lord—where �s Thy just�ce?"

For myself, I went and took a seat by the w�ndow, and, thrust�ng my
head �nto the open a�r, l�t a p�pe, and cont�nued to l�sten w�th a sh�ver to the
deacon's wa�l�ngs.



"Folk used to g�rd at my w�fe," he went on, "and now they are gnaw�ng
at me as p�gs m�ght gnaw at a cabbage. That �s so, Vas�l. Yes that �s so."

Aga�n the bottle made �ts appearance. Aga�n the deacon took a draught.
Aga�n he w�ped h�s beard. Then he bent over the dead man once more, and
k�ssed the corpse's forehead.

"Good-bye, fr�end of m�ne!" he sa�d. Then to myself he added w�th
unlooked-for clar�ty and v�gour:

"My fr�end here was but a pla�n man—a man as �nconsp�cuous among
h�s fellows as a rook among a flock of rooks. Yet no rook was he. Rather, he
was a snow-wh�te dove, though none but I real�sed the fact. And now he has
been w�thdrawn from the 'gr�evous bondage of Pharaoh.' Only I am left.
Ver�ly, after my pass�ng, shall my soul torment and vom�t sp�ttle upon h�s
adversar�es!"

"Have you known much sorrow?"

The deacon d�d not reply at once. When he d�d so he sa�d dully:

"All of us have known much sorrow. In some cases we have known
more than was r�ghtfully our due. I certa�nly, have known much. But go to
sleep, for only �n sleep do we recover what �s ours."

And he added as he tr�pped over h�s own feet, and lurched heav�ly
aga�nst me:

"I have a long�ng to s�ng someth�ng. Yet I feel that I had best not, for
song at such an hour awakens folk, and starts them bawl�ng... But beyond
all th�ngs would I gladly s�ng."

W�th wh�ch he buzzed �nto my ear:

"To whom shall I s�ng of my gr�ef?
To whom resort for rel�ef?
To the One �n whose ha-a-and—"



At th�s po�nt the sharp br�stles of h�s beard so t�ckled my neck as to
cause me to edge further away.

"You do not l�ke me?" he quer�ed. "Then go to sleep, and to the dev�l
too!"

"It was your beard that was t�ckl�ng me."

"Indeed? Ought I to have shaved for your benef�t before I came?"

He reflected awh�le—then subs�ded on to the floor w�th a sn�ff and an
angry exclamat�on of:

"Read, you, wh�lst I sleep. And see to �t that you do not make off w�th
the book, for �t belongs to the church, and �s very valuable. Yes. I know you
hard-ups! Why do you go roam�ng about as you do—what �s �t you hope to
ga�n by your tramp�ng?... However, tramp as much as you l�ke. Yes, be off,
and tell people that a deacon has come by m�sfortune, and �s �n need of
some good person to take p�ty upon h�s pl�ght.... D�om�d Kubasov my name
�s—that of a man lost beyond recall."

W�th wh�ch he fell asleep. Open�ng the book at random, I read the
words:

"A land unapport�oned that shall produce a nour�sher of human�ty, a
be�ng that shall put forth the bounty of h�s hand to feed every creature."

"A nour�sher of human�ty." Before my eyes that "nour�sher" lay
outspread, a nour�sher overla�d w�th dry and fragrant herbage. And as I
gazed, �n the haze of a v�s�on, upon that nour�sher's dark and en�gmat�cal
face, I saw also the thousands of men who have seamed th�s earth w�th
furrows, to the end that dead th�ngs should become th�ngs of l�fe. And �n
part�cular, there uprose before me a p�cture strange �ndeed. In that p�cture I
saw march�ng over the steppe, where the expanse lay bare and vo�d—yes,
march�ng �n c�rcles that �ncreas�ngly embraced a w�den�ng area—a g�gant�c,
thousand-handed be�ng �n whose tra�n the dead steppe gathered unto �tself
v�tal�ty, and became swathed �n ju�cy, wav�ng verdure, and studded w�th
towns and v�llages. And ever, as the be�ng receded further and further �nto



the d�stance, could I see h�m sow�ng w�th t�reless hands that wh�ch had �n �t
l�fe, and was part of h�mself, and human as, w�th thoughts �ntent upon the
benef�t�ng of human�ty, he summoned all men to put forth the myster�ous
force that �s �n them, and thus to conquer death, and eternally and �nv�nc�bly
to convert, dead th�ngs �nto th�ngs of l�fe, wh�le travers�ng �n company the
road of death towards that wh�ch has no knowledge of death, and ensur�ng
that, �n swallow�ng up mank�nd, the jaws of death should not close upon
death's v�ct�ms.

And th�s caused my heart to beat w�th emot�ons the puls�ng w�ngs of
wh�ch at once gladdened me, and cooled my fervour... And how greatly, at
that moment, d�d I feel the need of someone able to respond to my
quest�ons w�thout pass�on, yet w�th truth, and �n the language of s�mpl�c�ty!
For bes�de me there lay but a man dead and a man drunken, wh�le w�thout
the threshold there was stat�oned one who had far outl�ved her span of
years. No matter, however. If not today, then tomorrow, should I f�nd a
fellow-creature w�th whom my soul m�ght commune.

Mentally I left the hut, and passed on to the steppe, that I m�ght
contemplate thence the l�ttle dwell�ng �n wh�ch alone, though lost am�d the
earth's �mmens�ty, the w�ndows were not bl�nd and black as �n �ts fellow
huts, but showed, burn�ng over the head of a dead human be�ng, the f�re
wh�ch human�ty had conquered for human�ty's benef�t.

And that heart wh�ch had ceased to beat �n the dead man—had
everyth�ng conce�ved �n l�fe by that heart found due express�on �n a world
poverty, str�cken of heart-conce�ved �deas? I knew that the man just passed
away had been but a pla�n and �ns�gn�f�cant mortal, yet as I reflected upon
even the l�ttle that he had done, h�s labour loomed before me as greater than
prowess of larger magn�tude. Yes, to my m�nd there recurred the �mmature,
battered ears of corn ly�ng �n the ruts of the steppe track, the swallows
travers�ng the blue sky above the golden, brocaded gra�n, the k�te hover�ng
�n the vo�d over the landscape's vast per�phery.....

And along w�th these thoughts, there struck upon my ears a wh�stl�ng of
p�n�ons as the shadow of a b�rd fl�tted across the br�ll�ant, dew-bespangled
green of the forecourt, and f�ve cocks crowed �n success�on, and a flock of



geese announced the fact of the�r awaken�ng, and a cow lowed, and the gate
of the cattle-pen creaked.

And w�th that I fell to th�nk�ng how I should l�ke really to go out on to
the steppe, and there to fall asleep under a warm, dry bank.

As for the deacon, he was st�ll slumber�ng at my feet—slumber�ng w�th
h�s breast, the breast of a pr�ze-f�ghter, turned uppermost, and h�s f�ne,
golden shock of ha�r fall�ng l�ke a n�mbus around h�s head, and hot, fat,
flushed red features and gap�ng mouth and ceaselessly tw�tch�ng
moustache. In pass�ng, I had not�ced that h�s hands were long, and that they
were set upon shovel-shaped wr�sts.

Next I found myself �mag�n�ng the scene as the powerful f�gure of th�s
man embraced a woman. Probably her face would become lost to s�ght �n
h�s beard, unt�l noth�ng of her features rema�ned v�s�ble. Then, when the
beard began to t�ckle her, she would throw back her head, and laugh. And
the ch�ldren that such a man m�ght have begotten!

All th�s only made �t the more pa�nful and d�sagreeable to me to reflect
that the breast of a human be�ng of such a type should be bear�ng a burden
of sorrow. Surely naught but joy should have been present there�n!

Meanwh�le, the old woman's gentle face was st�ll peer�ng at me through
the doorway, and presently the f�rst beam of sunl�ght came glanc�ng through
the w�ndow-space. Above the r�vulet's s�lky gl�mmer, a transparent m�st lay
steam�ng, wh�le trees and herbage al�ke were pass�ng through that cur�ously
�nert stage when at any moment (so one fanc�ed) they m�ght g�ve
themselves a shake, and burst �nto song, and �n keys �ntell�g�ble to the soul
alone, set forth the wondrous mystery of the�r ex�stence.

"What a good man he �s!" the old woman wh�spered pla�nt�vely as she
gazed at the deacon's g�gant�c frame. Whereafter, as though read�ng aloud
from a book �nv�s�ble to my s�ght, she proceeded qu�etly and s�mply to
relate the story of h�s w�fe.

"You see," she went on "h�s lady comm�tted a certa�n s�n w�th a certa�n
man; and folk remarked th�s, and, after sett�ng the husband on to the couple,



der�ded h�m—yes, h�m, our Dem�d!—for the reason that he pers�sted �n
forg�v�ng the woman her fault. At length the jeers made her take to her
room and h�m to l�quor, and for two years past he has been dr�nk�ng, and
soon �s go�ng to be depr�ved of h�s off�ce. One who scarcely drank at all,
my poor husband, used to say: 'Ah, Dem�d, y�eld not to these folk, but l�ve
your own l�fe, and let the�rs be the�rs, and yours, yours.'"

W�th the words, tears welled from the old woman's d�m, small eyes, and
became merged w�th the folds and wr�nkles on her gr�ef-sta�ned cheeks.
And �n the presence of that l�ttle head, a head shak�ng l�ke a dead leaf �n the
autumn t�me, and of those k�ndly features so worn w�th age and sorrow, my
eyes fell, and I felt sm�tten w�th shame to f�nd that, on search�ng my soul
for at least a word of consolat�on to offer to the poor fellow-mortal before
me, I could d�scover none that seemed su�table.

But at length there recurred to my m�nd some strange words wh�ch I had
encountered �n I know not what ant�que volume—words wh�ch ran:

"Let not the servants of the Gods lament but, rather, rejo�ce, �n that
weep�ng and lamentat�on gr�eve both the Gods and mank�nd."

Thereafter, I muttered confusedly:

"It �s t�me that I was go�ng."

"What?" was her hasty exclamat�on, an exclamat�on uttered as though
the words had affr�ghted her. Whereafter, w�th qu�ver�ng l�ps, she began
hes�tantly and uncerta�nly to fumble �n her bod�ce.

"No, I have no need of money," I �nterposed. "Only, �f you should be so
w�ll�ng, g�ve me a p�ece of bread."

"You have no need of money?" she re-echoed dub�ously.

"No, none. For that matter, of what use could �t be to me?"

"Well, well!" she sa�d after a thoughtful pause. "Then be �t as you w�sh,
and—and I thank you."



The sun, as he rose and ascended towards the blue of the f�rmament, was
spread�ng over the earth a braggart, peacock-l�ke ta�l of beams. And as he
d�d so, I w�nked at h�m, for by exper�ence I knew that some two hours later
h�s sm�les would be scorch�ng me w�th f�re. Yet for the t�me be�ng he and I
had no fault to f�nd w�th one another. Wherefore, I set myself to search for a
bank whence I m�ght s�ng to h�m, as to the Lord of L�fe:

Oh Thou of �ntang�ble substance,
Reveal now that substance to me!
Enwrap me w�th�n the great vestment
Of l�ght wh�ch encompasseth Thee!
That w�th Thy upr�s�ng, my substance
May Come all-preva�l�ng to be!

"Let us l�ve our l�ves unto ourselves. Let the�rs be the�rs, and ours, ours."
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