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  INTRODUCTION


  CHEKHOV assembled the stories in The Prank in 1882. He was twenty-two years old and hoped the book would launch him on a literary career. As it happened, it didn’t come out that year or during his lifetime. It appears here, more than 130 years later, for the first time, and in English translation to boot. Chekhov, who declared that he would be read for at most a year after his death and who told a translator that his works could be of no possible interest to the English-reading public,1 would surely have been pleasantly surprised.


  Chekhov was in medical school in Moscow when, in 1880, he began to write and publish humorous stories and satirical sketches in popular magazines and weekly journals.2 He wrote to support himself and his impoverished family, and he was extraordinarily prolific. He had to be. He was paid five kopecks a line—not too shabby, considering that a loaf of bread cost three kopecks—but then his entire family (father, mother, and five siblings) also depended on the extra money. The family’s home was a musty cellar in Moscow’s red-light district and they wanted out; there was also the question of his younger siblings’ education.


  Between 1880 and 1882, Chekhov published more than sixty stories, sketches, and vignettes in Moscow and St. Petersburg journals under various pseudonyms, most of them a variation on Antosha Chekhonte (a nickname given to him by one of his teachers back in Taganrog). He wrote quickly, regularly, topically, and—most of all—concisely. The humor magazines where he published, such as The Alarm Clock (Budil'nik), The Spectator (Zritel'), and The Dragonfly (Strekoza), which were often sold at train stations, were aimed at bored urban readers with short attention spans. Anecdotes, jokes, one-liners, gossip, and caricatures crammed their pages. There was little space for lengthier stories or pieces. This was excellent training for a young writer, as Ivan Bunin—a sometime protégé of Chekhov’s and later the first Russian recipient of the Nobel Prize in Literature—would remark.3 Chekhov aspired to concision throughout his career as a writer, and towards the end of his life joked that he had written a story from which he’d then crossed out every unnecessary detail, until all that was left was a single phrase: “He and she fell in love, got married, and were unhappy.”4


  For the young Chekhov writing was a way to eke out a living, but it was a pleasure too. (Famously, he compared medicine to a lawful wife and literature to an alluring mistress.) The zest with which he went at it is evident from the invention, energy, and wit of his early stories. A decade later, in a letter to Victor Bilibin, a friend who had also published in the humor magazines, Chekhov remarked that in rereading their old contributions, he was struck by “the enthusiasm which was so much a part of you and me and which none of the newfangled geniuses have.”5 Despite frequent protestations to the contrary, young Chekhov was confident of his talent, and he was ambitious too. When, in 1882, he decided to gather what he deemed to be the best of these early exuberant stories between a single cover, he hoped the book would make him money and make him a name as a writer.6 The book would also feature illustrations by his older brother Nikolay, who had collaborated with the landscape painter Isaac Levitan on Autumn in Sokolniki, which had been shown and admired at the prestigious Tretyakov Art Exhibition, and who was much in demand as an illustrator.7 Collections of comic stories were selling well (they provided a welcome distraction from the not so funny realities of Russian life at the time) and there was every indication that the book would bring the brothers the attention they clearly craved (witness a studio photograph from 1882 that shows Anton standing at a desk, surrounded by books and papers, while gazing down at Nikolay, who is hard at work on a drawing).


  But the book never came out. Why? For many years it remained a mystery, as did the title and exact contents of the proposed collection. The answer, eventually discovered by the scholar Mikhail Gromov while researching the early stories in the first half of the 1970s, lay in the archives of the czarist office of censorship in Moscow.


  The assassination of Alexander II on March 13, 1881, had been followed by a massive political clampdown. All forms of publication were subjected to harsh censorship, humorous journals, no matter how mild and toothless, as much as critical and political ones. Konstantin Pobedonostsev, the grim chief procurator of the Most Holy Synod, wrote to Alexander III that there could be no order in the land while “newspapers and magazines had uncurbed freedom for gossip, chatter, and rabblerousing.”8 By 1882, Nikolay Leikin, the editor of Splinters (Oskolki), where Chekhov published, was constantly complaining to the young writer that censors kept nixing the best stories and poems. Even more frustratingly, whatever was allowed one week might be disallowed the next.9 And this was in St. Petersburg, where censorship was comparatively relaxed. In Moscow, at a distance from the seat of government and so requiring that much more supervision, the situation was much worse.


  Moscow, however, was both where the Chekhovs lived and where the cheap printers were located, and so, accordingly, was where the Chekhov brothers turned to publish their book. Moscow, then, was where the book would have to clear the censor. The first step in this process required the author to have the book typeset and then put in a preliminary application to have the censor read it. Early in the summer of 1882, Chekhov submitted this preliminary application for a book entitled Good-for-Nothings and Good-Sorts (Shalopai i blagodushnye) through the printer and publisher Nikolay Skodi, to whose magazine, The Spectator, both he and Nikolay were frequent contributors. Permission was denied on a technicality. Chekhov submitted a new application. The book was now to be called The Prank. As part of the new application, Chekhov pointed out that all the stories, except for one, had been cleared by the censor for previous publication in journals and promised to send a manuscript version of the one exception.


  This time, the preliminary application passed. Chekhov’s typeset book was assigned to be read by V. Ia. Fedorov, “a stern censor and influential bureaucrat,” who became the chairman of the Moscow censorship committee later that year,10 and Fedorov blocked it. No official documents remain, but Chekhov recorded his own view of what had happened in a letter to Leikin (concerning where to bring out a possible publication of a later collection of his work). “According to Moscow’s notions,” Chekhov wrote, “all my best stories uproot the foundations...”11


  Even allowing for some exaggeration on Chekhov’s part, how could Fedorov have supposed that The Prank, a collection of humorous stories, threatened the very foundations of Russian society? The question is all the more puzzling because before submitting the book to the censor, Chekhov had combed through it to take out any passages that could be perceived as critical of religion or the censor. Why, for that matter, didn’t Chekhov try to appeal the censor’s decision, or—if he thought that in Moscow it would be a lost cause, since Fedorov was so high up—to bring out the book in St. Petersburg, where he would publish his next two collections, under a different title? Perhaps the reason for abandoning the book was that Chekhov, having done his best to make his stories acceptable, realized that they were, in the end, just too subversive, at least in the new climate of repression.


  For The Prank Chekhov selected the twelve stories he considered his best and arranged them to have the maximum impact. The first story in the book, “Artists’ Wives,” sets the tone. It is presented as having been “translated from the Portuguese” and is ostensibly about a bunch of Portuguese bohemians: artists, actors, singers, and writers. It depicts the problems and pretensions of these aspiring artistes (“Sleep won’t get us anywhere,” intones a singer who goes on maddening his young family with his nonstop vocalizing. “Let those who wish to sleep sleep, but—for the glory of Portugal, and maybe even that of the entire world—I must not sleep—”), and it even makes fun of how distorted and exotic things Russian appear to be to other Europeans: A young Portuguese writer publishes a novel implausibly titled Execution by Catherine Wheel in Saint-Muscovy of Forty-Four Polygamists with Twenty Wives Each, and the narrator archly comments that it was “a novel, as you can see, taken directly from Russian life, and what could be more interesting than that!” But if that sounds absurd, it is just another hint that the story is not at all about Portugal but about contemporary Russia, where the prevalence of repression, violence, and smothering orthodoxy made the absurd familiar enough. Russian readers, used to reading, as they say, “Aesopically,” would no doubt have suspected as much from the winking ellipsis in the subtitle.


  “Artists’ Wives” is, however, chiefly a satire on the Russian bohemian crowd that Chekhov knew well and was a part of himself. Lisbon’s Hotel of the Venomous Swan has its Russian counterpart in Moscow’s grandly named but no less squalid Oriental Suites, where Nikolay Chekhov, Isaac Levitan, and other students lived in the early 1880s, and where Anton Chekhov came to study for his medical exams, seeking a respite from his chaotic home life.12 The young artists, writers, and singers of the story—all male, all involved in a single-minded pursuit of fame, and none of them exactly gifted—are chiefly remarkable for the callousness or plain disregard they demonstrate for the women in their lives, a theme to which Chekhov would return again and again in his work.


  “Artists’ Wives” may appear harmless enough, but after it The Prank goes on to criticize systematically almost every level and sphere of Russian society. “Papa,” in which a father struggles to get a math teacher to pass his overgrown dolt of a son, shows the corruption not only of Russian institutions but of the Russian family: Rich Papa is bedding the housemaid, which Mama overlooks, at least as long as Papa does as she says. “St. Peter’s Day”—the story that most closely resembles mature Chekhov—describes a feckless hunting party, involving a retired general, a schoolboy, a doctor, various landowners, and representatives of other classes of Russian society. The customary cruelty of the hunt proves a mirror of endemic social cruelty: Bolva, ninety years old and of humble background, is abandoned in the middle of nowhere by the rest of the party. It’s hot and the question of whether to go back for the old man arises, but the general decrees “the hell with him.... We’re not going back!” No one is about to disagree with the general and Bolva’s fate—death by heat exhaustion or dehydration?—is left to the reader’s imagination.


  And so it goes, as Chekhov targets the venality of Russian marriage, the persistence of vicious practices associated with serfdom, and all sorts of ignorance, backwardness, and ugliness. “A Sinner from Toledo,” set during the Spanish Inquisition, shows the baneful effect of religious dogmatism and superstition, with obvious parallels to the Russia of Chekhov’s time, where the reactionary Pobedonostsev was deeply involved, not only in the functioning of the church, but in formulating state policy. Two parodies, of Jules Verne and of Victor Hugo, wildly popular writers in Chekhov’s Russia, send up Russia’s enthrallment by European fashions, and also return once again to the sheer incredibility, the utter absurdity of what passes for Russian reality. “Flying Islands by Jules Verne,” for example, is not only a parody of Verne’s preposterous adventures (and a parody, at that, of the incompetence of his Russian translators) but, in the context of The Prank as a whole, a critique of the triumphal follies of Russian imperialism: A character proposes to bore a hole through the moon for the greater glory of his country, which will then own the hole.


  “1,001 Passions, or, A Dreadful Night,” which has been called “a condensation of an imaginary Victor Hugo novel so violent as to collapse the romantic novel into a surrealist joke,”13 ends the book on a note of exultant madness that draws attention to the artifice of storytelling while recalling the stories preceding it: “Yesterday my second son was born—I was so happy, I hanged myself. My second boy reaches out his little hands to the readers, exhorting them not to listen to his papa. His papa had no children; his papa had no wife. His papa fears marriage like the plague. My boy doesn’t lie. He is an infant. Believe him. Infancy is a holy age. None of this has ever happened... Good night.”


  As a whole, The Prank offers a scathing indictment of Russian society in Chekhov’s time. Fedorov was an experienced and vigilant censor. It is not surprising that he blocked it.


  The Prank, however, is much more than a social critique. It is a funny, well-written, carefully crafted book that is a time capsule of the reading tastes and moods of the Russian public of the time. It is also a record of Chekhov as an imaginative and ambitious young writer. Although the book has never been published in Russia, individual stories are well-known and beloved by Russian readers, so much so that quotes from the stories have become set expressions and catchphrases used in Russia to the present day: “Such a thing cannot be, because it could never be,” from “A Letter to a Learned Neighbor”; “Even the bloodthirsty Circassians wouldn’t stoop to that,” from “Before the Wedding.”


  Anglophone readers, however, will be unfamiliar with both these stories and this Chekhov (“Artists’ Wives” and “1,001 Passions, or, A Dreadful Night” appear here in their first English translation). The Chekhov the English intelligentsia fell in love with early in the twentieth century (the so-called Chekhov craze replacing an earlier Dostoyevsky cult) was taken to be a writer of resigned pessimism, an emanation of fin de siècle languor, melancholy, and inertia.14 Chekhov has come to be seen as a good deal richer and more complicated since then, but the idea long persisted that the early humorous stories were written just for money and are not the “real” Chekhov. Only recently have things begun to change (much, however, remains to be translated, including his very funny early feuilletons).15


  The Prank needs to be seen as an organic part of Chekhov’s body of work. The same problems, themes, characters, and behaviors occupy Chekhov at the end of his literary career as they do at its earliest beginnings, sometimes remarkably so. Chekhov’s last story, “The Bride” (“Nevesta,” 1903), which echoes the parodies of The Prank by its parodic inversion of the sentimental nineteenth-century plot (a fallen woman is saved from a life of sin through marriage, here turned into a woman being saved from a marriage for a life of “sinful” freedom), again attacks the corruption of Russian marriage, the dismal lives of failed artists, disregard for other human beings, and the serfdom mentality (two supposedly cultured ladies allow their serving women to sleep on the floor in the kitchen on ragged bedding crawling with bedbugs and cockroaches). Chekhov’s last play, The Cherry Orchard (1904), closes with the same heartbreaking figure of the old man abandoned to die that first appeared in “St. Peter’s Day.”


  In The Prank, as in his later works, Chekhov records life’s quirks without moralizing commentary, leaving the reader to reach his own conclusions, the very quality that sets him apart from his great predecessors. Where Dostoyevsky is passionately questioning and Tolstoy passionately lecturing, Chekhov is dispassionately, almost clinically, observant. Shortly before his death, Chekhov wrote with wry humor to his wife, Olga Knipper-Chekhova: “You ask, what is life? This is the same as asking, ‘What is a carrot?’ A carrot is a carrot and nothing more is known about it.”16


  And, most important, these stories are a pleasure. To draw on my own experience, when I first read Antosha Chekhonte as a young girl back in stagnation-era Leningrad, I was delighted by his humor and inventiveness. I was also struck—especially against the background of tame state-sanctioned humor—by how subversive his wit was. When my family emigrated from Brezhnev’s Soviet Union, we took the ten-volume edition of Chekhov’s works with us and it still stands on my bookshelf, somewhat the worse for wear, in its gray cover with a stylized gold seagull on the spine. I’ve known these stories for years, but in translating them I still find myself laughing. To readers of English I hope they have the effect of an early photograph of someone met in middle age: At first, the unlined young face may seem jarringly unfamiliar. But look more closely, see the smiling eyes and the familiar features: “Yes, that’s him! Of course, that’s him,” you will say. “Time has changed him but it is still the same man!”


  —MARIA BLOSHTEYN


  A NOTE ON THE TRANSLATION


  IN MANY ways, Constance Garnett’s century-old translations continue to set the tone for Anton Chekhov in English. Garnett was a prodigious translator—single-handedly she established the canon of Russian writers in English—and her translations continue to matter, not only because of their historical importance but because whatever their flaws and faults they are still eminently readable. Nonetheless, the “capital fellows,” “by Joves,” and “old chaps” that Garnett scatters liberally throughout her Chekhov (and Dostoyevsky and Tolstoy) do a particular disservice to Chekhov, whose prose continues to sound remarkably fresh and contemporary in Russian.


  As it happened, the stories in The Prank escaped the Garnett treatment—her source text excluded the stories of the early 1880s—and until quite recently they have continued to be largely ignored by translators. They present an opportunity to hear a new Chekhov and to hear Chekhov anew, as I’ve argued in my introduction, but to a translator they present a number of specific and peculiar challenges. Chekhov was a collector of unusual Russian surnames, and funny and unusual surnames are strewn throughout the stories. I’ve had to leave these names untranslated because they lose all their charm outside of the Russian linguistic context (what does it add to one’s appreciation of “St. Peter’s Day,” for instance, if one knows that Nekrichikhvostov actually means Do-not-shout-tail-ov?). Then there are the parodies of Jules Verne and Victor Hugo (writers who are no longer as widely read as they were in Chekhov’s day), which, to complicate matters, feature stilted dialogue and stumbling sentences that send up the dreadful Russian translations of Verne and Hugo that Chekhov knew. The only solution I found to this problem was to stay as close to the original text as I could and hope that the readers of my translation would trust me enough to assume that I was not failing dismally to construct a fluent English sentence.


  In general, I’ve sought to translate the stories as faithfully as possible into a modern English, based on my own North American idiolect. That may sound simply obvious but it was not, as I found, by any means simple to do.


  I’m grateful to Edwin Frank, my editor at New York Review Books, for his close attention to the translation throughout. I’m especially grateful to Robert Chandler, Irina Mashinski, and Boris Dralyuk, who gave me an opportunity to witness their work on The Penguin Book of Russian Poetry. The scholarship, craftsmanship, artistry, and passion that they brought to every word and line of every poem in that book inspired me, who had always thought of myself primarily as a scholar and critic, rather than translator, of Russian literature, to think again. The result is The Prank.


  —M.B.


  THE PRANK
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  ARTISTS’ WIVES


  (Translated ... from the Portuguese)


  ALPHONSO Zinzaga, a free, utterly free citizen of the capital city of Lisbon, a young novelist, very famous (only to himself), showing signs of great promise (only to himself), was returning home exhausted and as hungry as the hungriest dog after a whole day of trudging the boulevards and making the rounds of editorial offices. Zinzaga resided in suite number 147 of a hotel that had figured in one of his novels as the Hotel of the Venomous Swan. He walked into suite 147, glanced around his tiny, narrow, low-ceilinged room, and sniffed in disdain. He lit a candle and, behold, a touching tableau—among heaps of paper, books, last year’s newspapers, rickety chairs, boots, robes, daggers, and nightcaps, on a small couch upholstered in blue-gray calico, slept his lovely wife, Amaranta. Filled with tenderness, Zinzaga approached her and, after taking thought, tugged her arm. She did not wake. He tugged her other arm. She sighed deeply, but she did not wake. He patted her on the shoulder, tapped her alabaster brow with his finger, gripped her foot by the shoe, yanked at her dress, sneezed so loudly that the entire hotel heard—and she never stirred.


  “How she sleeps!” thought Zinzaga. “What the hell? Could she have taken poison? The disappointing reception of my last novel may have affected her deeply ...”


  Zinzaga, wide-eyed, shook the couch. Pages rustling, a book slowly slid off Amaranta’s chest and flopped onto the floor. The novelist picked up the book, opened it, and blanched. This was not some book. This was by no means just any book. This was his own latest book, published under the patronage of Count Don Barabanta-Alimonda. The novel carried the title Execution by Catherine Wheel in Saint-Muscovy of Forty-Four Polygamists with Twenty Wives Each, a novel, as you can see, taken directly from Russian life, and what could be more interesting than that! And yet, lo and behold ...


  “She fell asleep reading my novel!” Zinzaga hissed. “What a lack of respect for Count Barabanta-Alimonda! What a lack of respect for Alphonso Zinzaga, who bestowed upon her the glorious name of Zinzaga!”


  “Woman!” Zinzaga barked at the top of his Portuguese lungs while banging the couch with his fist. Amaranta sighed deeply, opened her dark eyes, and smiled.


  “Is that you, Alphonso?” she asked, and stretched her arms to him.


  “Yes, it is I. You sleep? You sleep?” Alphonso sat down on a wobbly ramshackle chair. “And what were you doing before you fell asleep?”


  “I went to ask my mother for money.”


  “And then?”


  “I was reading your novel.”


  “And you fell asleep? Admit it! You fell asleep?”


  “And I fell asleep. But why are you so angry, Alphonso?”
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  “I’m not angry, I’m offended by your flippant treatment of something that will surely bring me glory one day, even if it hasn’t yet! You fell asleep over my novel! That’s how this sudden sleepiness of yours appears to me!”


  “There now, Alphonso! I was reading your novel with great pleasure. I was engrossed. I—I—I—I was especially struck by the scene in which the young writer Alphonso Zenzega shoots himself with a pistol—”


  “That’s not in this novel. That’s from A Myriad of Lights!”


  “Really? So what was the scene that transfixed me? Oh, yes! I wept when the Russian Marquis Ivan Ivanovichichichich flings himself out of his lady love’s window into the river ... into the river ... the Volga River.”


  “Ahhh!”


  “And drowns, blessing the Viscountess Ksenia Petrovna. I was transfixed!”


  “If you were so transfixed, how come you fell asleep?”


  “I was terribly drowsy, you know! Last night, I didn’t sleep a wink. It was so sweet of you to read your wonderful new novel to me all night long and it gave me so much pleasure I just couldn’t stop listening and I didn’t get any sleep.”


  “Ahhh! That’s understandable. Get me some dinner!”


  “You haven’t eaten yet?”


  “No.”


  “But when you left this morning you said you’d be dining with the editor of the Lisbon Provincial Gazette.”


  “Yes—because I assumed the damned Gazette would be publishing my poem!”


  “Don’t tell me that they’re not going to?”


  “They’re not going to.”


  “What a disaster! Since I became your wife, I’ve hated editors with all my heart! Are you hungry?”


  “I am hungry.”


  “My poor Alphonso! Do you have any money?”


  “What kind of a question is that? Isn’t there something to eat?”
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  “No, dearest! Mother gave me food but she didn’t give me money.”


  “Hah ... ” Zinzaga muttered. The chair groaned. Zinzaga stood and began to pace. Having paced and deliberated, he felt the strongest urge to convince himself at all costs that hunger was really nothing other than lack of willpower, that man was created to battle nature, that man does not live by bread alone, that to be an artist was to go hungry, etcetera, and he would probably have succeeded, if he hadn’t recalled that right next door, in suite number 148 of the Venomous Swan, resided an Italian genre artist by the name of Butronza. This talented man, with some good connections, possessed the entirely practical and important skill—which Zinzaga had failed to master—of dining every day.


  “To him I will go!” Zinzaga determined and went to call on his neighbor.


  On entering suite 148, Zinzaga witnessed a scene that delighted him as a novelist and made his heart sink as a hungry man. All hopes of dining in the company of Francesco Butronza were dashed when, among frames, stretchers, armless mannequins, easels, and chairs covered with faded costumes of all types and eras, our novelist finally spotted his friend.


  Butronza, wearing a hat à la Van Dyck* and dressed in the habit of Peter the Hermit,† was standing on a stool, waving his maulstick, and bellowing furiously. His appearance was beyond terrifying. One foot was on a stool, the other on a table. His face blazed, his eyes gleamed, his goatee trembled, his hair stood on end, as if ready to fling his hat in the air.


  Carolina, hot-blooded Francesco Butronza’s German wife, was huddled in the corner beside a statue of an armless, noseless Apollo with a huge angular gash in his torso. Pale and trembling she gazed at the table lamp in terror.


  “Barbarians!” thundered Butronza. “You do not love art, you stifle it, the devil take you! How could I have married you, you frigid-blooded German! To think, fool that I am, that I bound myself, a man as free as the wind, an eagle, an antelope—in short, an artist—to this lump of ice full of prejudices and trifles ... Diablo! You are ice! You are a gristly roast ... You—you are a fool! Weep, you miserable overcooked German sausage! Your husband is an artist, not a lousy shopkeeper! Weep, beer bottle! Is that you, Zinzaga? Don’t leave! Wait! I’m glad that you dropped by ... Behold this woman!” Butronza waved his left foot toward Carolina, who began to cry.


  “There now!” began Zinzaga. “Why are you quarreling, Don Butronza? What did Donna Butronza ever do to you? Why are you making her weep? Think of your great motherland, Don Butronza, your motherland, a country where the worship of beauty is so closely intertwined with the worship of woman! Think of that!”


  “I am outraged!” roared Francesco. “Put yourself in my place! As you well know, I have begun a magnificent painting at the personal request of Count Barabanta-Alimonda. He has asked me to depict a story from the Old Testament, Susanna and the Elders. Ever since this morning, I’ve been begging this fat German to undress and model for me. I’ve been crawling on my knees before her, I’m beside myself, and she still won’t do it! Put yourself in my shoes! How can I paint without a model?”


  “I can’t!” wailed Carolina. “It’s indecent!”


  “You see? You see? You call that an excuse, damn it?”


  “I just can’t. Honestly, I can’t! He orders me to undress. He tells me to stand by the window—”


  “Exactly! I will depict Susanna by moonlight! Moonbeams falling upon her breast, the Pharisees’ torches shining upon her back ... The interplay of color! I can’t do it any other way!”


  “For the sake of art, donna,” said Zinzaga, “you must forsake not only modesty; you must forsake all your feelings!”


  “But I can’t, Don Zinzaga! Not this. I can’t stand by the window and expose myself!”


  “Expose yourself. Really, Donna Butronza, one might suppose that you’re afraid of the eyes of the crowd, which, if you think about it, you could say ... From the perspective of both art and reason, donna, it is clear that ...” And here Zinzaga said something that even a very clever person would be unable to catch or paraphrase. Something perfectly proper but utterly unintelligible.


  Flailing her arms, Carolina began to run around the room, as if she were afraid that they would undress her by force.


  “I clean his brushes, his palettes, his rags. I dirty my dresses on his paintings. I give lessons in order to feed him. I sew costumes for him, I put up with the smell of hemp oil, I model for him for days on end, I do everything, but ... naked? Naked? No!”


  “I’ll divorce you, you red-haired Harpyess!” shouted Butronza.


  “But where am I to go?” gasped Carolina. “After you’ve given me money to go back to Berlin, you can divorce me.”


  “Fine! I’ll finish Susanna and I’ll pack you off to that Prussia of yours, the land of cockroaches, rotten sausage, and roundworm!” shouted Butronza, accidentally jabbing his elbow into Zinzaga’s chest. “You cannot be my wife if you can’t sacrifice yourself for art! Diablo!”


  Weeping and clutching her head, Carolina sank into a chair.


  “What have you done?” roared Butronza. “You’re sitting on my palette!”


  Carolina jumped up. There where she had been sitting was the palette, covered with freshly mixed paints. (Oh, ye gods! What a subject for a great Portuguese painting!) Zinzaga darted out of suite 148, overjoyed that he was not an artist and grieving with all his heart that he was a novelist who still hadn’t eaten dinner.
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  Zinzaga was about to walk back into suite 147 when he was intercepted by the resident of suite 113, the pale, anxious, trembling wife of Peter Petruchenzo-Petrurio, actor-to-be of the royal theaters.


  “What’s the matter?” Zinzaga asked.


  “Oh, Don Zinzaga! Such a misfortune! What am I to do? My Peter is hurt!”


  “Hurt how?”


  “He was practicing taking a fall when he hit his temple against a chest.”


  “The poor wretch!”


  “He’s dying! What am I to do?”


  “Get him to a doctor, donna!”


  “He won’t go! He doesn’t believe in medicine and, well, he owes money to all the doctors.”


  “Go to a pharmacy, then, and buy a lead compress. That helps with bruises.”


  “How much is that going to cost?”


  “It’s cheap, very cheap, donna.”


  “Thank you. You’ve always been a good friend to dear Peter! We still have a bit of the money left that he received after he performed for Count Barabanta-Alimonda. I don’t know whether it’s enough, though. Could you ... could you lend us a bit of money for that tin compress?”


  “Lead compress, donna.”


  “We’ll pay you back soon.”


  “I can’t, donna. I spent the last of my money on three reams of paper.”


  “Goodbye, then!”


  “ !” said Zinzaga and bowed.


  The wife of the actor-to-be of the royal theaters had turned away from Zinzaga to be immediately replaced by the resident of suite 101, the wife of the singer, cellist, and flutist Ferdinand Lay, the Portuguese Offenbach-to-be.


  “What can I do for you?” Zinzaga inquired.


  The wife of the singer and musician was wringing her hands. “Don Zinzaga,” she said, “would you be so kind, would you be


  so good, can you get my miserable husband to pipe down? You’re his friend. Maybe you can make him stop. He’s been shamelessly roaring at the top of his lungs from first thing this morning. I can’t get a moment of peace because of his singing. Our child can’t sleep. That big baritone of his has got my nerves completely on edge! For heaven’s sake, Don Zinzaga! I’m embarrassed to look my neighbors in the eyes ... Their children can’t get any sleep either. Can you believe it? Please, come with me! Maybe you can get him to stop.”
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  “At your service, donna!” Zinzaga replied, and offering his arm to the wife of the singer-musician, they set off together for suite number 101. There, between the bed, which took up half the room, and the cradle, which took up another quarter of the room, stood a music stand. On the music stand lay some yellowed sheet music. The Portuguese Offenbach-to-be was reading from the sheet music and singing. It was difficult to understand at first what he was singing. It was hard to say how he felt about it. But the sweat on his red face and the earsplitting uproar he made suggested that it was in a rage, a fury, an agony that he sang. He sang and he suffered. He beat time with his right foot and he beat time with his fists, raising them high in the air and knocking the sheet music off the stand. He stretched out his neck, squinted, screwed his mouth up, thumped his gut ... A little person lay in the cradle, accompanying his frenzied father with yelps, squeals, and squeaks of his own.


  “Don Lay, isn’t it time to take a rest?” Zinzaga inquired, walking in.


  Lay did not hear him.


  “Don Lay, isn’t it time to take a rest?” Zinzaga repeated.


  “Get him out of here!” sang Lay and pointed to the cradle with his chin.


  “What are you rehearsing?” asked Zinzaga, trying to outshout Lay. “What are you re-hears-ing?”


  Lay choked and fell silent. He stared at Zinzaga.


  “What do you want?” he asked.


  “I? I—well, isn’t it time for you to take a rest?”


  “And what business is that of yours?”


  “I’m sure you’re tired, Don Lay! What are you rehearsing?”


  “A cantata, dedicated to Her Excellency, Countess Barabanta-Alimonda. But what business is that of yours?”


  “It’s night, you know. Time to sleep, you’d have to say—”


  “I must sing until ten o’clock tomorrow morning. Sleep won’t get us anywhere. Let those who wish to sleep sleep, but—for the glory of Portugal, and maybe even that of the entire world—I must not sleep—”


  “But dearest,” his wife interrupted, “I need to sleep. Our child needs to sleep! Your singing is so loud that it is impossible to sit through it, much less sleep!”


  “When you’re ready for sleep, you’ll sleep!” Having said that, he went back to stomping his foot and singing.


  Zinzaga plugged his ears and dashed out of suite number 101 like a madman. Back in his own room, he beheld a touching tableau. There was his Amaranta, sitting at the table and making a clean copy of one of his novellas. Tears flowed from her large dark eyes—fat drops fell on the rough draft.


  “Amaranta!” he cried, grabbing her hand. “Is it possible that the pathetic little protagonist of my pathetic little novella could move you to tears? Is it possible, Amaranta?”


  “No, I’m not crying over your protagonist.”


  “What is it then?” asked the disappointed Zinzaga.
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  “My friend, Sophia Ferdrabantero-Neracruts-Rozga, the wife of your friend the sculptor, broke the statue that her husband intended to present to Count Barabanta-Alimonda, and unable to bear her husband’s grief ... poisoned herself with sulfur matches!”


  “Poor statue! Wives, the devil take the lot of you and those blasted trailing dresses of yours that are forever getting caught on everything! Wait, she poisoned herself? Damn it, that’s a theme for a novel! On the other hand, no, much too trivial. We are all mortal, my dear. If not today, then tomorrow, if not tomorrow, then the day after tomorrow, it’s all the same: One day your friend would have died anyway. Dry your eyes and, instead of crying, listen to me.”


  “The plot of a new novel?” asked Amaranta quietly.


  “Yes.”


  “Wouldn’t it be better, dearest, if I heard it tomorrow morning? My mind’s a little fresher in the morning.”


  “No, now. Tomorrow I won’t have the time. The Russian writer Derzhavin has just come to Lisbon, and I have to pay him a visit. He’s here with your much beloved, regrettably much beloved, Victor Hugo.”
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  “Really?”


  “Yes. Now listen!”


  Zinzaga sat down opposite her, raised his eyes to the ceiling, and began: “The setting is the entire world! Portugal, Spain, France, Russia, Brazil, and so on. In Lisbon, the hero reads a newspaper and finds out about the heroine’s calamity in New York. He travels to her. He is kidnapped by pirates, who are bribed by agents of Bismarck. The heroine is a French agent. The newspapers are full of insinuations. The speech of the Russian ambassador. The English. A sect of Poles in Austria and Gypsies in India. Intrigues. The hero is in jail. They want to bribe him and when he spurns the bribe, they sentence him to death. You follow? And then—he is freed by a handful of students. He takes part in the Russo-Turkish War, as part of a Russian-Montenegrin regiment ...”


  Zinzaga spoke enthusiastically, passionately, waving his hands, flashing his eyes. He spoke for a long, long time. A terribly long time!


  Twice Amaranta fell asleep and twice she awoke. Out on the streets the lamps went out, the sun came up, and he still talked. The clock struck six, Amaranta longed for a cup of tea. Still he talked.


  “Bismarck resigns. Our hero, no longer wishing to maintain his disguise, reveals that he is Alphonso Zunzuga and expires in terrible agonies. A gentle angel carries his gentle soul up into the cerulean sky ...”


  Zinzaga had finished talking. The clock struck seven.


  “Well?” he asked Amaranta. “So what do you think? Will the scene between Alphonso and Maria end up being cut by the censors, do you think? Well?”


  “No, it’s a lovely little scene!”


  “But do you think it’s good as a whole? Tell the truth. You’re a woman. Most of my readers are women. I need your opinion.”


  “Well, how should I put it? It seems to me that I’ve already come across your hero before. It’s just that I don’t remember where.”


  “Impossible!”


  “No, really! I’ve met your hero in some novel, the dumbest thing I’ve ever read, I have to say! Why, when I was reading it, I wondered how stuff like that gets published, and when I was done, it was clear that the author had to be as stupid as they come. What rubbish they publish, and yet they hardly publish you. Astounding!”


  “Do you remember the name of the novel?”


  “No, I don’t remember the title, but the hero’s name—that stuck in my mind because it included four r’s in a row. A stupid name! Carrrro!”


  “And was it called The Sleepwalker Upon the Seas, by any chance?”


  “Yes, yes, yes, that’s the one. How well you know our literature! That’s the one. You are so well-read! That’s the one. Your hero resembles Carrrro, but yours is much cleverer, of course. Whatever is the matter with you, Alphonso?”


  Alphonso sprang up to his feet with a shout. “The Sleepwalker Upon the Seas is my novel!”


  Amaranta blushed.


  “My novel dumb? My novel?” he shouted so loudly that it hurt Amaranta’s throat too. “Oh, you fool! Oh, you brainless duck! So, madam, is that how you see my work? Is that how you see it, you she-ass? Let it slip out, did you? You’ll never see me again! Farewell, you idiot! My novel dumb? Count Barabanta-Alimonda doesn’t publish just anything, you know!”


  Casting a disdainful look at his wife, Zinzaga pushed his hat down low on his forehead and strode out of suite number 147, slamming the door behind him.
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  Amaranta sighed, but she neither wept nor fainted. She knew that Alphonso would return to suite number 147, no matter how angry he was. For him to abandon suite number 147 would be for him to live and write on the streets of Lisbon, under the blue Portuguese sky, and where would he find someone to copy his work for free? Knowing this, Amaranta was hardly distraught over her husband’s departure. She just sighed and sought her consolation. Usually she consoled herself after one of her frequent quarrels with her husband by reading a page from an old newspaper that she stashed in an old tin candy box, next to a tiny perfume bottle. Squeezed in amid the advertisements, telegrams, discussions of politics, current events, and other reports on the human scene was that gem known as miscellany. There, below the stories of one American duping another, of the famous singer Miss Dubadolla Swist who ate a whole barrel of oysters and then crossed the Andes dry-shod, she found a short tale ideally suited to console Amaranta or any other artist’s wife. I include it in its entirety:


  
    Portuguese parents and Portuguese daughters, take note! In one American town (America which was discovered by Christopher Columbus, that energetic and courageous man) there lived a certain Dr. Tanner. This Dr. Tanner was more of an artist than a scientist, which is why he was known to the whole world, and to Portugal in particular, as an artist after a fashion. He was an American, but he was also a man, and since he was a man, sooner or later he was bound to fall in love, and so he did. He fell in love with a beautiful American girl. He fell madly in love, like an artist. He was so much in love that once instead of aquae distillatae* he prescribed argentum nitricum.† He fell in love, proposed, and married.


    At first, he lived quite happily with his beautiful American bride. So happily, in fact, that the honeymoon lasted, contrary to the nature of honeymoons, not one month but for six whole months. There can be no doubt that Tanner, being an educated man, and therefore exceedingly easy to get along with, would have lived with his wife quite happily till death did them part, if he hadn’t discovered that she possessed a horrible vice.


    Madame Tanner’s vice consisted of eating like a normal human being. This vice of his wife’s struck Tanner to his very heart. “I will re-educate her!” he said. Once he set himself that goal, he got to work on Madame Tanner. First he weaned her off breakfasts and suppers, and then off tea. A year after her marriage, Madame Tanner was preparing one course for dinner instead of four. Two years after her marriage, she learned to be satisfied with unbelievably small amounts of food. Namely, during the course of twenty-four hours, she would ingest the following quantities of nourishing substances:


    1 gram of salts


    5 grams of protein


    2 grams of fat


    7 grams of water (distilled)


    1 1/23 grams of Hungarian wine


    Total: 16 1/23 grams


    We do not include gases here because science is not yet able to determine accurately the quantities of gases that we take in.


    Tanner rejoiced, but not for long. During the fourth year of his married life, he conceived a tormenting suspicion that Madame Tanner was consuming too much protein. He threw himself into her training with even more zeal and would have probably managed to decrease five grams to one or even to zero had he not discovered that he loved his wife no longer. Being an aesthete, he couldn’t help himself. Instead of remaining an American beauty well into her old age, Madame Tanner had all of a sudden decided to turn herself into the very image of an American beanpole. She lost both her beautiful figure and her mental acuity, and though that may have proved her to be suited for further training, she was now completely unsuitable for married life.


    Dr. Tanner sued for divorce. Scientific experts duly arrived at his house, examined Madame Tanner from all angles, advised her to take a water cure, do calisthenics, go on a diet, and in general found the demands of their colleague to be quite justified. Dr. Tanner paid his expert colleagues a dollar each and treated them to a good breakfast. Since then Dr. Tanner lives in one place and his wife in another.


    A sad story! Oh, women, how often you are the cause of a great man’s unhappiness! Women, is it not because of you that so many great men often do not leave descendants behind them? Fellow Portuguese, the upbringing of your daughters is your responsibility! Do not turn your daughters into home wreckers! The end.


    There will be no newspaper tomorrow, on account of the editor’s birthday.


    Fellow Portuguese! Those of you who have not paid in full for your newspaper subscription, please make haste!

  


  “Poor Madame Tanner!” whispered Amaranta, having skimmed this little tale. “Poor woman! How unhappy she is! Oh, how fortunate I am by comparison! How fortunate!”


  Amaranta, cheered by the thought that there were people in this world who were more miserable than she, carefully folded the newspaper page, put it back into the box, got undressed, and went to bed, glad that she wasn’t Madame Tanner.


  She slept until she was awakened by a terrible hunger, as personified by Alfonso Zinzaga.


  “I am famished!” said Zinzaga. “Get dressed, my dear, and go ask your madre for some money. Apropos, I apologize. I was mistaken. I just found out from the Russian writer Derzhavin, who came here with Lehrrrmontofff, another Russian writer, that there are two novels, completely unlike each other, that share the title The Sleepwalker Upon the Seas. Get going, my dear!”


  While Amaranta was dressing, Zinzaga told her about an incident that he intended to write up, remarking, as he did, that recording this incredibly moving incident would entail a certain sacrifice on her part.


  “Your sacrifice, my dear, will be a small one!” he said. “You will have to take dictation from me for no more than, say, seven or eight hours, and prepare a clean draft, and further, in passing, one might say, make a full critique of my entire literary oeuvre. You are a woman. Most of my readers are women ...”


  A white lie. Actually all of Zinzaga’s readers were women. One woman, in fact: Amaranta.


  “Do you agree?”


  “Yes,” Amaranta said quietly, then turned pale and fainted. She collapsed right on top of the dusty, tattered encyclopedia that was always lying about.


  “What amazing creatures women are!” exclaimed Zinzaga. “How right I was, when, in A Myriad of Lights, I called woman a being that will always be an enigma and a wonder to mankind! The slightest hint of joy and she collapses to the floor! Oh, those delicate nerves ...”


  Happy Zinzaga went down on one knee before unhappy Amaranta. He kissed her forehead.


  And there you have it, my dear women readers!


  You know what, single girls and young widows? Don’t you go marry an artist! “May tarnation strike ’em!” as the Ukrainians say. It is better, my dear single girls and young widows, to live in a tobacco shop or to sell geese at the market than to reside in the best suite of the Hotel of the Venomous Swan with the best protégé of Count Barabanta-Alimonda!


  Far better!
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  A view of the Capital City of Lisbon (The Street of the Four Gravediggers). Based on a photograph taken by Francesco d’Akchenzo.


  
    * Anthony Van Dyck (1599–1641) was a Flemish artist.


    † Peter the Hermit (c. 1050–1115) was a leader of the First Crusade.


    *Distilled water (Latin).


    †Silver nitrate (Latin).

  


  PAPA


  MAMA, lean as a Holland herring, walked into the study of Papa, fat and round as a beetle, and gave a little cough. As she entered, the maid jumped off Papa’s lap, darting behind the curtains; Mama paid no attention. She was used to Papa’s little weaknesses. She was the intelligent wife of a civilized husband. She understood.


  “Dumpling,” she said, perching on Papa’s lap, “my own, I’ve come to you for some advice. Dry your lips, let me give you a kiss.”


  Papa blinked rapidly. He wiped his mouth with his sleeve.


  “What is it?” he asked.


  “Listen, Papa ... What are we going to do about the boy?”


  “What’s the matter?”


  “You don’t know? My God! How little fathers care. It’s just terrible! Dumpling, if you can’t be—if you don’t want to be—a proper husband, can’t you at least try to be a proper father?”
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  “There you go again! I’ve heard it all a thousand times.”


  Papa shifted impatiently, Mama almost tumbled off his knees.


  “You men are all the same: You just don’t want to hear the truth.”


  “Did you come here to talk about the truth or about the boy?”


  “All right, all right, I’ll stop ... Dumpling, the boy’s brought home a bad report card once again.”


  “So what?”


  “What do you mean, so what? He’s not going to be able to take his qualifying exams! He won’t advance to fourth grade!”


  “So he won’t. No great disaster. Just as long as he’s at school and not making trouble here.”


  “But Papa, he’s fifteen years old! How can a fifteen-year-old still be in the third grade? Can you believe it: That nasty math teacher failed him again ... Outrageous, isn’t it?”


  “He needs a good beating, that’s what I say.”


  Mama ran her pinkie around Papa’s fat lips. She frowned coquettishly (or so she imagined).


  “No, Dumpling, not a word about a punishment ... This isn’t our boy’s fault. They’re all out to get him. Why be modest: Our son is gifted; he has to know that silly math. He knows it perfectly, I’m sure!”


  “He’s a fraud, that’s what he is! If he’d studied instead of making trouble ... Why don’t you go sit down on a chair, my dear? I’m sure you can’t be all that comfortable on my lap.”


  Mama slipped off Papa’s lap and glided over to the armchair like a swan (or so she imagined).


  “God, how callous you are,” she whispered. She sat down and closed her eyes. “No, you don’t love our son! Our son is so good, so smart, so handsome ... There’s a plot against him, I tell you, a plot! He mustn’t be held back another year! I won’t let it happen!”


  “And what can you do, if the good-for-nothing never studies? Oh, you mothers! Well, in any case, enough. Go and may the good Lord be with you. I have something to take care of.”


  Papa turned his attention to a paper on the table. Wary as a dog at his bowl, he glanced at the curtains.


  “No, Papa, I won’t go. I won’t go! I can see that I’m a burden, but you’ll just have to put up with it. Papa, go to the math teacher and tell him to give the boy a good grade. Tell him that he knows his math but that his health is poor. That’s why he can’t cater to everyone’s whims! Force him to do it! Can you imagine a boy his age, practically a grown man, in the third grade? Do your best, dumpling! Did you know that Sofia Nikolaevna thinks our son is as handsome as Paris?”


  “Yes, he’s a chip off the old block, but still, I’m not going! I don’t have time to go tramping back and forth.”


  “You’ll go, Papa!”


  “I won’t. That’s my final word. Go and the good Lord be with you, my dear. I have things to take care of.”


  Mama stood and shouted, “You will go!”


  “I will not!”


  “You will!” shrieked Mama. “And if you don’t, if you won’t take pity upon your only son, then—” Mama screeched and pointed like an infuriated tragedian at the curtains. Papa was flustered and embarrassed. He started to sing. He took off his jacket. He always got flustered and acted like a total idiot when Mama pointed at the curtains. He surrendered. The boy was called for and an explanation demanded. Junior became angry, frowned, and scowled. He said that he knew math better than the teacher, that it wasn’t his fault if in this world of ours only girls, rich kids, and suck-ups got good grades. Then he burst into tears and produced his teacher’s address. Papa shaved, ran a comb over his bald spot a few times, dressed for the occasion, and set off to “take pity upon his only son.”
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  Following the habit of most papas, Papa walked in on the math teacher unannounced. The things you hear and see when you enter unannounced! He heard the teacher telling his wife, “You’ve cost me a fortune, Ariadna! There’s no end to your whims!” He saw the teacher’s wife rush to embrace the teacher, exclaiming, “Forgive me! I’ve done next to nothing for you, I know, but you’re everything to me!” The teacher’s wife was very attractive, Papa thought, especially in dishabille.


  “Hello,” he said, walking in jauntily and clicking his heels. The teacher was taken aback. His blushing wife darted into the next room at lightning speed.


  “Excuse me,” began Papa with a little smile, “I may have, you know, disturbed you just now. I understand. How are you, sir? May I have the honor of introducing myself? Here’s my card. As you can see, I’m not just anyone. But a hard worker, like yourself.” He laughed loudly. “Not that there is anything for you to worry about, nothing at all.”


  The teacher smiled ever so slightly, just to be polite, and pointed to the chair. Papa spun on his heels and took a seat.


  “I came,” he continued, flashing his golden watch, “to have a talk with you, sir. Yes. You’ll have to forgive me, of course. I’m no speechifier. My kind, you know, speaks plainly and directly.” He laughed. “Did you attend university?”


  “I did.”


  “Right! My, it’s hot today. Ivan Fedorovich, you’ve given my boy a heap of Fs. Which is all right, you know. It’s according to one’s desserts. Yes ... Tribute to whom tribute is due, and a lesson to whom a lesson is due.” He laughed. “Still, it’s unpleasant, you know. Do you mean to say that my son really doesn’t understand math?”


  “How should I put it? It’s not that he doesn’t understand it as such, it’s, you see, well, he doesn’t study. So, no, he doesn’t understand.”


  “And why not?”


  The teacher raised his eyebrows. “What do you mean, why?” he said. “He doesn’t understand, and he doesn’t because he doesn’t study.”


  “Begging your pardon, Ivan Fedorovich! My son studies endlessly. I myself help him study. He stays up all night. He knows everything perfectly. And as for his tomfoolery ... Well, that’s youth for you. Who among us wasn’t young once? Am I disturbing you?”


  “Why would you think that? No, not in the least. I’m even grateful to you for dropping in. Fathers so rarely visit us educators. Mind you, it shows you trust us, and trust is the key to everything.”


  “Naturally. The main thing is not to interfere. So this means that my son won’t advance to fourth grade?”


  “That’s right. After all, it’s not just in math that he received an F.”


  “I could visit his other teachers too. But what about math? Can you take care of that?”


  “I cannot, sir!” (The teacher smiled.) “I cannot! I wanted your son to advance to the next grade. I did my best, but your son won’t study and lacks all respect. He gets into trouble again and again.”


  “Well, that’s youth for you. What’s to be done? In any case, you have to give him a passing grade.”


  “I can’t!”


  “Oh, come now, it’s nothing at all! What are you saying? As if I have no idea what can and can’t be done. Of course you can, Ivan Fedorovich!”


  “I can’t! What will the other failing students say! It’s not fair, no matter how you look at it. No, I can’t!”


  Papa gave him a wink. “You can, Ivan Fedorovich! Ivan Fedorovich! Let’s not go on and on telling stories. This is nothing to chitchat about for hours. You’re a well-educated sort, why don’t you go ahead and tell me what you consider fair? Because we both know what your fairness is all about.” He laughed. “Why not go straight to the point, Ivan Fedorovich, no beating about the bush. You had certain intentions when you gave him an F, right? What’s so fair about that?”


  The teacher raised his eyebrows. That was all. Why he didn’t take offense will remain locked in the teacher’s heart forever, as far I am concerned.


  “You had certain intentions,” Papa went on. “You expected a guest.” He laughed. “Right? And here I am! I agree. Tribute to whom tribute is due. I understand all about what it means to be in public service, as you can see. No matter how much you believe in progress, old ways are best. More effective. Well, what’s mine is yours!”


  Breathing heavily, Papa reached for his wallet. A twenty-five-ruble bill was extended toward the teacher’s fist.


  “Here you go!”


  The teacher blushed and cringed. That was it. Why he didn’t show Papa the door will remain locked in the teacher’s heart, as far as I am concerned.


  “Don’t be embarrassed,” Papa went on. “I understand. The ones who say they don’t take—they take. And who isn’t on the take, nowadays? It’s impossible not to take, my friend. Not used to it yet? Come on!”


  “No, for God’s sake.”


  “Not enough? Well, I can’t give you more than that. You’re not going to take it?”


  “Good heavens!”


  “As you wish. But that F has got to change. Not for my sake—for his mother’s. She’s crying, you know. Heart palpitations. All that.”


  “I feel sorry for your wife, but I can’t.”


  “And if my son doesn’t go on to the fourth grade, what then? No, you simply have to give him a passing grade!”


  “I would have been happy to, but I can’t. Would you like a cigarette?”


  “Un grand merci. What’s the harm in giving him a passing grade? What’s your rank, by the way?”


  “Titular councillor. Though, by virtue of my position—the eighth rank.”*


  “I see! Now the two of us are sure to hit it off. With just one stroke of the pen, eh? Agreed?” He laughed.


  “I cannot, sir, for the life of me, I cannot!”


  Papa fell silent for a bit, reflected, and then returned to the offensive. The attack dragged on and on. The teacher repeated his inexorable “I cannot, sir,” some twenty times. Finally, he was fed up. Papa was just impossible. Papa tried to give him a smooch, asked to take a math test himself, told dirty jokes, and got chummier and chummier. The teacher felt sick.


  “Vanya, it’s time for you to go!” the teacher’s wife shouted from the other room. Papa saw what was up. With his broad short frame he blocked the escape path. The exhausted teacher started to whimper. Then he had a stroke of genius, or so he imagined.


  “Look here,” he told Papa, “I’ll pass your son when all my other colleagues agree to pass him.”


  “Word of honor?”


  “Yes, I’ll pass him if they’ll pass him.”


  “Agreed! Shake! You’ve got some class! I’ll let them know you’ve changed the grade. Deal! I owe you a bottle of champagne. When are they home?”


  “Why don’t you try them now?”


  “All right. And you and I will be friends, of course? Pop by one day for a nice visit!”


  “With pleasure. All the best!”


  “Au revoir!” Papa laughed. “Oh, young man, young man! Farewell! And of course I’ll extend your best regards to your esteemed colleagues! Please convey my most respectful aperçu to your spouse ... Don’t forget to visit!”


  Papa clicked his heels, put on his hat, and left.


  “A good man,” thought the teacher, following Papa with his eyes. “A good man! What’s on his mind is on his tongue. Simple and kind, it’s plain to see ... I like his sort.”


  That very evening, Mama was once again sitting on Papa’s lap (the maid’s turn came later). Papa was assuring her that “our son” would go on to the next grade. Educated types, he said, don’t require money—just a pleasant manner and polite but relentless arm-twisting.
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    *Titular councillor was equivalent to the ninth-grade rank of the Russian Table of Ranks. Collegiate assessor was an eighth-grade rank (one higher than titular councillor).
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  ST. PETER’S DAY


  AT LAST the morning of that long-awaited and long-dreamed-of day had come! Hurray, cry hunters everywhere! It was finally the twenty-ninth of June!* At last the day on which debts, bugbears, overpriced food, mothers-in-law, and even young wives are forgotten, the day on which you can thumb your nose twenty times over at the village police officer who forbids you from taking out your guns and shooting.


  The stars grew pale and misty. Voices rang out here and there. Acrid blue-gray smoke billowed from the village chimneys. The drowsy sexton climbed into the gray belfry and rang the bell for Matins. Snoring issued from the night watchman lying sprawled under a tree. The finches woke up and started a ruckus, flying from one side of the garden to the other, breaking out with their tiresome, insufferable chirping. In the blackthorn shrubs, an oriole began to sing. Above the servants’ kitchen, starlings and hoopoes raised a fuss. The complimentary morning concert had begun.


  Two troikas drove up to the house of Egor Egorovich Obtemperansky, a retired cornet of the guards, and came to a stop in front of his run-down porch, so picturesquely overgrown with stinging nettle. A mad rush erupted in the house and the yard. Every living thing on Egor Egorovich’s estate began to walk, run, and stomp about, in the barns and stables and on the staircases. One middle horse was exchanged for another. The coachmen’s caps flew off their heads; the footman, Katya’s main squeeze, got his nose bloodied so that it glowed like a red lantern; the women cooks were called “nasty pieces of work”; mention was made of Satan and his fallen angels. In five minutes, the traveling carriages were loaded with rugs, blankets, bags of food, and rifle cases.


  “Ready, sir!” Avvakum bellowed.


  “If you please, everyone! Everything’s ready!” Egor Egorovich announced in a treacly voice. A crowd of people spilled out onto the porch. The young doctor jumped into the traveling carriage first. Next came Kuzma Bolva, a lowly resident of the town of Arkhangelsk, an old man with yellowish-green spots on his neck, who crawled into the carriage in flat-soled boots and a discolored top hat, holding a twenty-five-pound double-barreled shotgun. Bolva was a commoner, but the gentry overlooked his status and brought him along out of the respect due to someone his age (he had been born at the close of the last century) and because he could shoot a twenty-kopeck coin in midair.


  “If you please, Your Excellency,” said Egor Egorovich, turning to a short fat man with gray hair who was wearing a white military jacket with bright buttons and the Order of St. Anna around his neck. “Move over, doctor!” he added.


  Supported by Egor Egorovich, the retired general grunted and hoisted his leg up onto the carriage step. With his stomach to the fore, he shoved the doctor aside and sat down heavily beside Bolva. The general’s pup, Futile, and Egor Egorovich’s pointer, Musician, hopped into the carriage after him.


  “Say ... look here, my dear ... Vanya!” the general said to his nephew, a schoolboy with a long single-barreled gun slung behind his back. “You can sit right here, beside me. Come here! Yes—right here. Stop fooling around, my boy! You’ll frighten the horse.”


  Blowing the last puff of tobacco smoke up the shaft horse’s nose, Vanya jumped into the traveling carriage, pushed Bolva aside, and fumbled around before settling in next to the general. Egor Egorovich crossed himself and took a seat by the doctor. Manzhe, the tall, lanky teacher of math and physics at Vanya’s school, perched on the coachbox beside Avvakum.


  At last, the first carriage was full. Now it was time for the second carriage, and after lengthy argument and much running to and fro, the remaining eight men and three dogs all squeezed in.


  “Ready!” Egor Egorovich shouted.


  “Ready!” the guests shouted back.


  “Well then ... Should we get going, Your Excellency? God bless! Let’s go, Avvakum!”


  The first carriage lurched into motion. The second carriage, containing the most avid hunters, creaked desperately, swerved about, and rolled toward the gates, overtaking the one in front. All the hunters smiled and clapped their hands in delight. They were in seventh heaven, until—cruel fate! A scandal broke out just as they were leaving the courtyard.


  “Hold on! Wait up! Hold it!” a shrill tenor called out from behind the troikas.


  The hunters looked at one another and blanched. Chasing after them was the world’s most insufferable man, a troublemaker known to the entire province, Egor Egorovich’s brother, Mikhei Egorovich, retired captain, second class. He was waving his arms frantically. The carriages stopped.


  “Whatever is the matter?” asked Egor Egorovich.


  Mikhei Egorovich ran up to the carriage, climbed onto the footboard, and raised his fist against his brother. All the hunters shouted.


  “What is it?” asked Egor Egorovich, who had turned crimson.


  “What it is,” shouted Mikhei Egorovich, “is that you are Judas, a beast, a swine! He’s a swine, Your Excellency! Why didn’t you wake me up? Why didn’t you wake me up, you jackass? I’m asking you, you scoundrel! If you’ll excuse me, gentlemen. I don’t ...I just want to teach him a lesson! Why didn’t you wake me up? Didn’t want to take me along, did you? I’d be in your way? You got me drunk last night on purpose and you thought I’d sleep until noon! Aren’t you clever! With your permission, Your Excellency, I’ll just take one swipe at him. With your permission—”


  “Stop shoving!” shouted the general, spreading out his arms. “Can’t you see there’s no space? You’re taking liberties, you know!”


  “No need to get angry, Mikhei,” said Egor Egorovich. “I didn’t wake you up because there’s just no point in your coming. You can’t even shoot a gun. So why come? To get in the way? After all, you can’t even shoot!”


  “I can’t—I can’t shoot?” Mikhei Egorovich screeched so loudly that even Bolva clapped his hands to his ears. “Well, in that case, why the hell is the doctor coming? He can’t shoot either! Does he shoot any better than I do?”


  “He’s right, gentlemen!” said the doctor. “I can’t shoot and I don’t even know how to hold a rifle. I hate hunting. Why are you bringing me along? What the hell is the point? He can take my place! I’m staying! Sit here, Mikhei Egorovich!”


  “Hear that? Hear that? Why are you taking him then?”


  The doctor stood up in order to get out of the carriage. Egor Egorovich grabbed his coattails and yanked him down.


  “Hey! Don’t tear my coat! It cost me thirty rubles. Let go! Gentlemen, please spare me your company today. I’m in a bad mood and that could lead to all kinds of trouble. Let go, Egor Egorovich. Take my spot, Mikhei Egorovoch! I’m going back to sleep!”


  “But you have to come, doctor!” said Egor Egorovich, not letting go of his coattails. “You gave me your word of honor you’d come!”


  “You dragged it out of me. Why on earth should I come?”


  “That way you won’t stay behind with his wife,” Mikhei Egorovich squealed. “That’s it! He’s jealous, doctor! Don’t go! Don’t go, just to spite him! He’s jealous, by God, he’s jealous!”


  Egor Egorovich turned bright red. He clenched his fists.


  A shout came from the other carriage. “Hey, Mikhei Egorovich, enough nonsense! Come here, we’ve got room for you!”


  Mikhei Egorovich smiled mockingly.


  “Did you hear that, you shark?” he said. “Who’s on top now? Did you hear that? They’ve got room! I’ll go just to spite you! I’ll go and I’ll get in the way. The hell you’ll bag anything with me around! And you, doctor, don’t go! Let him burst with jealousy!”


  Egor Egorovich climbed to his feet. He stood there shaking his fists. His eyes were bloodshot.
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  “Scoundrel!” he shouted. “You are no brother of mine! Not for nothing did our late lamented mother curse you! Your depraved behavior killed our father in his prime!”


  “Gentlemen,” the general broke in. “That’s enough, I should think. You’re brothers. Kith and kin!”


  “He’s kith and kin to an ass, Your Excellency, not to me!” Mikhei Egorovich retorted. “Don’t go, doctor! Don’t go!”


  “Let’s go, damn you all. What the hell’s going on here! Go! Go!” yelled the general and thwacked Avvakum in the back with his fist. “Go!”


  Avvakum whipped the horses and the troika set off. In the second carriage, Captain Kardamonov, the writer, settled the two dogs on his lap. Fierce Mikhei Egorovich took their place.


  “Lucky for him there’s room!” said Mikhei Egorovich, “or I would have ... Why don’t you write about that scoundrel in the papers, Kardamonov?”


  The year before, Kardamonov had submitted an article entitled “An Interesting Case of Fecundity in the Peasant Population” to Niva magazine. The article was declined and as was customary the editor published his response—hardly flattering to Kardamonov’s amour propre—in the letters section. Kardamonov had complained to his neighbors, and was now known as the writer.


  The hunters had planned to begin their day by hunting quail in the peasants’ hayfields, seven versts from Egor Egorovich’s estate. Upon arrival, they climbed out of the carriages and broke into two groups. One, headed by the general and Egor Egorovich, went right. The second group, led by Kardamonov, went left. Bolva lingered behind on his own. He liked to hunt in peace and quiet. Musician ran ahead barking; within minutes, he raised a quail. Vanya shot and missed.


  “I aimed too high, damn it!” he muttered.


  Futile the pup, who’d been brought along to “get used to things,” heard the first gunshot of his life and ran yelping back to the carriages, tail between his legs. Manzhe shot at a lark and bagged it.


  “Now that’s some bird!” he said, showing the lark to the doctor.


  “Go away,” the doctor said. “Don’t speak to me. I’m out of sorts. Leave me alone!”


  “You’re a skeptic, doctor.”


  “Really? And what does ‘skeptic’ mean?”


  Manzhe reflected. “A people ... a people ... non-lover.”


  “Baloney! Don’t use words that you don’t understand. Just leave me alone! I’m out of sorts. That could mean trouble.”


  Musician pointed. Both the general and Egor Egorovich turned pale and held their breath.


  “My shot,” the general whispered. “Mine ... Mine ... if you please! It’s your turn next ...”


  But Musician’s pointing proved pointless. The bored doctor tossed a pebble at Musician and dinged the dog between the ears. Yelping, Musician leapt into the air. The general and Egor Egorovich turned around. There was a rustle in the grass and a large bustard flew out. A shout came from the second group of hunters. The general, Manzhe, and Vanya took aim at the bustard. Vanya shot. Manzhe’s rifle misfired ... The bustard flew over a mound and disappeared into the rye field.


  “I say, doctor ... this is no time to joke! Not at all!” the general said to the doctor.


  “Huh?”


  “This is no time to joke around!”


  “I’m not joking.”


  “That was rather awkward, doctor,” Egor Egorovich commented.


  “Why’d you make me come ... Who asked you to bring me? I don’t have to make excuses ... I’m out of sorts ...”


  Manzhe killed another lark. Vanya raised a young rook, shot, and missed.


  “I aimed too high, damn it!”


  Two shots rang out, one after the other: Behind the hillock, Bolva had brought down two quails with his heavy double-barreled rifle. He pocketed both of them.


  Egor Egorovich raised a quail and shot at it. The wounded quail fell into the grass. Egor Egorovich picked it up triumphantly and brought it over to the general.


  “Got her in the wing, Your Excellency! She’s still alive, sir!”


  “So she is. Proceed to execution without delay!”


  And the general lifted the quail to his mouth and tore into her throat with his teeth. Manzhe killed his third lark. Musician pointed. The general took off his cap and aimed his rifle. “Fire!” A large quail flew up, but ... there was that good-for-nothing doctor dawdling right in the line of fire, practically at the end of the barrel.


  “Get out of the way!” the general hollered.


  The doctor jumped aside. The general fired. Too late.


  “That was despicable, young man!” the general shouted.


  “What’s the matter?” asked the doctor.


  “You’re in the way! Why the hell are you constantly in the way, damn it? You made me miss my shot! It’s outrageous!”


  “And why are you shouting? I am not intimidated by generals, Your Excellency, particularly retired ones. Tone it down, if you please!”


  “What an astonishing person! All he does is walk around and get in the way, walk around and get in the way—it would try the patience of an angel!”


  “Kindly stop shouting, general! Shout at Manzhe, if you must! He’s afraid of generals, incidentally. A good hunter is never off his game. Admit it! You can’t shoot straight!”


  “That will do, sir! Say one word to you, get a dozen back ... Vanya dear, give me the powder flask!” The general turned to Vanya.


  “Why did you invite this lout to come hunting?” the doctor asked Egor Egorovich.


  “I had to, my dear doctor!” answered Egor Egorovich. “No choice. I owe him eight thousand rubles, you know. If it wasn’t for these accursed debts of mine ...” With a wave of his hand, Egor Egorovich left the sentence unfinished.


  “Is it true that you are jealous of me?”


  Egor Egorovich turned away and aimed at a kite flying high above.


  “You lost it, you little punk!” the general thundered. “You lost it! It cost me a hundred rubles, you little swine!”


  Egor Egorovich went up to the general to see what was wrong. Vanya had lost the general’s cartridge pouch, it turned out. Everyone began to look for it, interrupting the hunt. They looked for more than an hour and a quarter, and at last their search was crowned with success. The hunters sat down to rest.


  The second group’s quail hunt was no less successful. Mikhei Egorovich was even more in the way than the doctor. He knocked guns from hands, cursed, beat the dogs, spilled gunpowder. He was on the rampage. Kardamonov took potshots at quails and then chased after a young kite with his dogs. He winged the bird but he couldn’t find it. Mikhei Egorovich, retired captain, second class, killed a marmot with a rock.


  “Gentlemen, shall we dissect the marmot?” Nekrichikhvostov, a clerk to the marshal of the nobility, proposed.


  The hunters sat down on the grass. Penknives in hand they began their study of anatomy.


  The marmot had been cut into little pieces. “There’s nothing inside,” said Nekrichikhvostov. “It doesn’t even have a heart. Only entrails. You know what, gentlemen? Let’s go to the marshes! What’s there to kill here? Quail isn’t game. But woodcocks and snipes—they’re just the thing. What do you say? Let’s go!”


  Lazily, the hunters rose and headed toward the carriages. Coming up to the carriages, they fired a volley at a flock of local pigeons. They bagged one.


  “Your Excell ... Egorgorich ... your ... Egor,” shouted the second group, having spotted the first group at rest. “Hallo, halloo!”


  The general and Egor Egorovich turned around. Everyone in the second group was waving his cap.


  “What is it?” Egor Egorovich shouted back.


  “We’ve got something to show you! We killed a bustard! Come on!”


  The first group didn’t believe the bustard story, but they went anyway. Everyone settled back into the carriages. They decided to let the quails be and to go to the marshes five versts away, as planned.


  “I get so worked up when hunting,” the general confided to the doctor, when they’d gone a good part of the way. “Terribly worked up! I wouldn’t spare my own father. I hope that you can forgive an old man!”


  The doctor was noncommittal.


  “What a kind old soul he’s become, the rascal!” Egor Egorovich whispered to the doctor. “And you know it’s all the fashion these days to marry your daughter to a doctor! His Excellency is a sly one, all right!”


  “There’s more room than there was,” Vanya commented.


  “Yes.”


  “Why’s there so much more room?”


  “Where’s Bolva?” Manzhe asked and then gasped.


  The hunters looked at one another.


  “He must be in the other carriage. Gentlemen, is Bolva with you?” shouted Egor Egorovich.


  “No,” Kardamonov shouted back.


  The hunters pondered.


  “Well, the hell with him!” the general declared. “We’re not going back!”


  “Really, we ought to go back, Your Excellency. He’s very frail! He’ll die without water. He won’t make it back.”


  “He’ll make it back if he wants to.”


  “He’ll die trying, the poor old thing. He’s ninety years old!”


  “Nonsense.”


  But when they got to the marshes, their faces fell ... The marshes were overrun with hunters. There was no point even getting out. They thought about it and decided to ride on to the state forest—five more versts.


  “And what can you shoot there?” asked the doctor.


  “Thrushes, eagle hens. Grouse, probably.”


  “I see. I wonder how my poor patients are doing! Why did you make me come, Egor Egorovich? Really!” The doctor sighed and scratched his head.


  When they reached the forest, the hunters climbed out of the carriages and split into two groups again. They discussed which way each would go.
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  “Gentlemen,” Nekrichikhvostov began, “it is a law of Nature, so to speak, that game will stick around. Yes. The game will stick around, gentlemen! So first things first—let’s have a little refreshment! Some wine, vodka, caviar. Some sturgeon. Right here, on the grass! What do you think, doctor? You’re a doctor, after all. Don’t we need some refreshments?”


  Nekrichikhvostov’s proposal was accepted. Avvakum and Firs spread out two rugs and laid out the food and the drinks. Egor Egorovich sliced salami, cheese, and sturgeon. Nekrichikhvostov opened the bottles, Manzhe sliced the bread. The hunters licked their chops and got down to business.


  “Now then, Your Excellency! Let’s have a drop ...”


  The hunters drank a shot and followed it with food. The doctor poured himself a second shot straightaway, gulping it down. Vanya followed suit.


  “You know, they’ve probably got wolves here,” Kardamonov commented sagaciously, glancing askance at the trees.


  The hunters considered this, conferred, and ten minutes later concluded that most likely there weren’t any wolves.


  “What do you say? Another round? Drink up! Egor Egorovich, why are you just sitting there?”


  Everyone drank another round.


  “Young man!” Egor Egorovich addressed Vanya. “Why do you hesitate? Have another!”


  Vanya shook his head.


  “It’s all right if you’re with me,” said the general. “Don’t drink on your own, but if you’re with me ... Have a little!”


  Vanya poured a shot and drank it.


  “Well? A third round? Your Excellency ...”


  They drank a third round. The doctor drank a sixth.


  “Young man!”


  Vanya shook his head.


  “Drink up, Amfiteatrov!” said Manzhe, patronizingly.


  “If you’re with me, you can drink, though not on your own ... Have a little!”


  Vanya drank.


  “Why is the sky so blue today?” Kardamonov asked.


  The hunters considered this, conferred, and a quarter of an hour later decided that no one knew why the sky was so blue today.


  “A hare, a hare, a hare! Get it!”


  A hare had appeared from behind a hillock. Two mutts were chasing it. The hunters jumped up, grabbing their rifles. The hare flew past, followed by the mutts, Musician, and other dogs. Futile thought about it, eyed the general suspiciously, and also took off after the hare.


  “A large one! Wouldn’t it be nice to, you know ... How is it that we missed it?”


  “Yes. Now why is this unfinished bottle standing here ... Were you the one who didn’t finish it off, Your Excellency? So that’s the way you do things! All right then, sir!”


  They drank a fourth round. The doctor drank a ninth, grunted furiously, and went off into the forest. He located the largest swath of shade, lay down on the grass, crammed his jacket under his head, and began to snore. Vanya was already three sheets to the wind. He downed another shot, switched to beer—and his heart overflowed. He got up onto his knees and recited twenty stanzas from Ovid.


  “Latin,” the general remarked, “resembles French.” Egor Egorovich agreed, adding that when studying French it is vitally necessary to know Latin, which it very much resembles. Manzhe disagreed, noting that one shouldn’t discuss languages in a place where a teacher of physics and arithmetic is sitting and so many bottles are standing, plus his rifle had cost a lot of money back when he got it and nowadays it was impossible to find a good rifle, and that ...


  “An eighth round, gentlemen?”


  “Won’t it be too much?”


  “Come off it. What are you talking about? Eight, too much? It’s obvious that you’ve never done any real drinking!”


  Everyone drank an eighth round.


  “Young man!”


  Vanya shook his head.


  “Stop that! Let’s see you down it—military-style! After all, you shoot so well.”


  “Drink up, Amfiteatrov!” said Manzhe.


  “It’s all right when you’re with me, though not on your own ... Have a little!”


  Vanya put down the beer and had another shot.


  “A ninth round, gentlemen, what’d you say? What do you think? It’s just that I can’t stand the number eight. My father died on the eighth. His name was Fedor—I mean, Ivan. Egor Egorovich! Pour another!”


  They had a ninth round.


  “Can you believe how hot it is?”


  “Hot, yes, but that’s not going to stop us from drinking a tenth round!”


  “But ...”


  “Who cares about the heat! Gentlemen, let’s show the elements that we’re not afraid of them. Young man! Set an example. Go ahead—put your uncle here to shame! Neither cold nor heat has the power to frighten us ...”


  Vanya downed a shot. “Hurray!” everyone shouted—and had a shot.


  “You could get sunstroke here,” said the general.


  “No, you couldn’t.”


  “In our climate? No.”


  “But it happens. My godfather died of sunstroke ...”


  “Doctor, what do you think? Sunstroke—in our climate? Doctor!”


  No answer came.


  “Doctor, have you treated it? We’re talking about sun ... Doctor. Where’s the doctor?”


  “Where’s the doctor? Doctor!”


  Everyone looked everywhere: The doctor was nowhere to be found.


  “So where’s the doctor? He hath vanished? As wax doth melt before the flame? Hahaha ...”


  “He went off to pay a visit to Egor’s wife!” Mikhei Egorovich burst out.


  Egor Egorovich blanched and dropped his bottle.


  “He went off to see Egor’s wife!” repeated Mikhei Egorovich, his mouth full of sturgeon.


  “Why are you lying?” asked Manzhe. “Did you see him go?”


  “I did. A peasant drove by on his cart, and he got in and took off. Honest to goodness. An eleventh round, gentlemen?”


  Egor Egorovich rose. He brandished his fists.


  “I asked him, ‘Where are you off to?’” Mikhei Egorovich continued. “‘I’m going to get myself something soft and sweet,’ says he. ‘A certain someone is wearing the horns already, but they’re going to be polished nicely when I’m done today. Farewell, dear Mikhei Egorovich!’ says he. ‘Give my best to your relation Egor Egorovich!’ With a little wink too! I hope that he enjoys himself.” He broke out laughing.


  “Get the horses ready!” shouted Egor Egorovich. He staggered to the carriage.


  “Hurry up, or you’ll be too late!” shouted Mikhei Egorovich.


  Egor Egorovich dragged Avvakum up onto the coachman’s box, leapt into the carriage, and rode off, shaking his fist at the hunters.


  “What’s the meaning of this, gentlemen?” asked the general. Egor Egorovich’s white cap had disappeared into the distance. “He left. How the devil am I supposed to get home? He took my carriage! I mean, not mine, but the one that was meant for me to ride back in. Strange. It’s quite impertinent, really!”


  Vanya vomited. All that vodka and beer. He had to go home. After a fifteenth round, the hunters decided to cede the troika to the general but only on the condition that as soon as he got home he’d send them some fresh horses.


  The general began to take his leave.


  “Tell him, gentlemen, that only a swine does that.”


  “Make him pay up his promissory notes, Your Excellency,” Mikhei Egorovich advised.


  “Promissory notes? Ah, yes. It’s about time he paid up. Everything has a limit. I’ve waited and waited, and now I’m tired of waiting. I’m fed up, tell him that. Farewell, gentlemen! Do come visit! He is a swine!”


  The hunters bade farewell in turn. They deposited the general in the carriage next to poor sick Vanya.


  “Go!”


  And they went.


  An eighteenth round ensued, after which the hunters took to the woods for some target shooting and fell asleep. Toward evening, the general’s horses came to pick them up. Firs gave Mikhei Egorovich a letter to hand over to his “dear brother.” It contained an urgent request and a threat to summon the bailiff. A third round followed (fresh from their slumber, the hunters began a new count), and then the general’s coachmen dumped the hunters into the carriages and dropped them off at their respective houses.


  Meanwhile, Egor Egorovich had come home, where he was greeted by Musician and Futile, who’d gone straight back instead of chasing the hare. Egor Egorovich threw his wife a terrible look and began to search. He searched in the storage rooms, wardrobes, chests, and chests of drawers. He didn’t find the doctor. He found someone else: Under his wife’s bed he discovered the sexton Fortunatov.


  It was dark when the doctor awoke. He wandered in the forest for a while, then, remembering that this was a hunt, he swore loudly and began to halloo. Needless to say, his cries remained unanswered. He decided to return home on foot. The road was a good one: safe and well lit. He covered the twenty-four versts in about four hours and reached the district hospital by morning. After fighting with the orderlies, the midwife, and the patients, he sat down to write a massive letter to Egor Egorovich. In the letter he demanded “an explanation for unseemly conduct,” railed at jealous husbands, and vowed never to hunt again. Never! Not even on the twenty-ninth of June.


  
    *June 29, St. Peter’s Day, was the start of the Russian hunting season.

  


  CHASE TWO RABBITS, CATCH NONE


  THE CLOCK struck noon. Major Shchelkobokov, the owner of thousands of acres of land and a young wife, poked his bald head from under the chintz blanket and swore out loud.


  The day before, he’d walked past the gazebo and heard his young wife, Karolina Karlovna, engaged in a conversation with her cousin. He was visiting them. The conversation was more than friendly. She had called him, the major, a muttonhead. She had maintained, with a woman’s typical lack of judgment, that she did not love her husband, had never loved him, and would never love him. He was a dunce. He acted like a peasant. He showed signs of mental derangement. He was chronically drunk.
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  The major had been amazed and outraged. He went into a frenzy of indignation. He didn’t sleep that whole night. He hadn’t slept in the morning. His head seethed with thought (it was a first), his face burned (it was redder than a boiled lobster), he clenched his fists, and his chest was filled with a commotion and booming that exceeded what he had heard at the battle for Kars.* He peeked out from under his blanket, swore, jumped out of bed, and began to pace the room, brandishing his fists. “Hey, blockheads!” he yelled.


  The door creaked open. In came Panteley, the major’s valet, hairdresser, and janitor. Panteley wore the major’s castoffs and clutched a puppy under one arm. He leaned against the doorframe. Respectfully, he blinked his eyes.


  “Listen here, Panteley,” the major began. “I want to talk man-to-man. Stand up straight! Why’d you catch those flies? Let them go already! That’s more like it! Now, answer me sincerely, from the depths of your heart!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Don’t look so surprised. Don’t look at your betters with surprise. Stop gaping! What a dope you are! You don’t even know how to act around me. Answer me straight and don’t stammer! Do you beat your wife?”


  Panteley covered his mouth with his hand and guffawed. “Every single Tuesday, sir,” he muttered with a giggle.


  “Very good. Why are you laughing? This is no joking matter. Close your mouth! Don’t scratch yourself in my presence: I don’t like it!” The major gave the matter some thought. “Listen, I’m thinking that it’s not just the peasants who beat their wives. What do you think?”


  “Certainly not, sir!”


  “Give me an example!”


  “Petr Ivanovich, the town judge ... Does Your Honor know him? Ten years ago, I worked for him as a yard sweeper. A good master—I mean, mostly. But if he got a few drinks, watch out! He’d come home after downing some, and with that huge fist of his, he’d give it to the missus, right in the ribs. May the earth swallow me up right here if I’m lying! He’d pound me too, just for good measure. He’d clobber the missus, saying, ‘You don’t love me, you fool. I want to kill you. I’m going to end your life.’”


  “And what did she say?”


  “‘Forgive me.’”


  “Really? Honest to goodness? That’s wonderful!” And the major rubbed his hands with glee.


  “It’s God’s own truth, sir! Just beat them, sir! No two ways around it. Take my wife, for example. There’s nothing to do except beat her. She steps on the harmonica and squashes it. She gobbles up the master’s pastries. Is that acceptable?”


  “Stop lecturing me, blockhead! Why are you trying to lecture? Not like you’ll come up with anything smart! Don’t get uppity! What’s my wife doing?”


  “Sleeping.”


  “So here goes nothing! Go tell Marya to wake her up and ask her to come here. Wait! What do you think: Do I look like a peasant?”


  “Why would you look like a peasant, Your Honor? When does a master look like a peasant? That doesn’t happen.”


  Panteley shrugged and left. The door creaked behind him. The major washed and dressed, with a worried expression on his face.


  “Sweetheart,” the newly dressed major began in a withering tone. His pretty twenty-year-old wife had just come from her bedroom to his. “Do you think you could spare me an hour of your precious time?”


  “With pleasure!” his wife said. She presented her brow for a kiss.


  “Sweetheart, let’s go on an outing, a boat ride. Delightful as you are, will you grant me your lovely company?”


  “Won’t it be too hot? But all right, whatever you like, sweetie, with pleasure. You row and I’ll steer. Let’s take some refreshments along. I’m very hungry.”
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  The major fingered the whip in his pocket. “I’ve taken care of the refreshments,” he said.


  Half an hour later, the major and his wife were in a boat, rowing to the middle of the lake. The major sweated over the oars; his wife steered. “Just look at her! Just look at her!” the major muttered. Burning with impatience, he glared at his wife. She was lost in a daydream.


  “Stop,” he bawled when the rowboat reached the middle. The rowboat stopped. The major’s face turned bright red. He grew weak in the knees.


  His wife looked at him with surprise. “What’s the matter, Apollon, dear?”


  He began to mutter, “I’m a m-m-muttonhead, am I? I’m a dunce, am I? You’ve never loved me and you never will, is it? Who do you think I am!”


  Raising his arms heavenward and brandishing his whip, the major roared. The rowboat became a scene—o tempora, o mores!—of a terrible commotion. Indescribable. Unimaginable. Even an artist with the most vivid imagination, an artist who’s been to Italy, couldn’t depict the scene in question. The major’s wife snatched the whip out of his hand and was just beginning to apply it. The major was just reminded of the fact that he had no hair to cushion his scalp. And then the boat overturned.
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  At that moment, Ivan Pavlovich, the major’s former housekeeper and now the district clerk, was strolling along the shore. He was waiting for that moment of rapture when the young peasant women came down to the lake to bathe. He was smoking, whistling a tune, and thinking about the vision to come, when he heard bloodcurdling screams. The screaming sounded familiar—like his former masters.


  “Help!” shouted the major and his wife.


  Without thinking twice, the clerk threw off his jacket, pants, and boots, crossed himself three times, and dived into the lake. He swam better than he wrote or read, and he reached the drowning couple in about three minutes. He swam right up to them and found himself in a pickle. “Which one should I save?” he thought. “Damn it!” He wasn’t strong enough to save them both. He could barely manage one. His face screwed up into a grimace of bewilderment, he grabbed at the major first and then at his wife.


  “Only one of you!” he gasped. “How can I handle two? What am I, a whale?”


  “Save me, dear Vanya,” squeaked the major’s trembling wife as she held on to her husband’s coattails for dear life. “Do it and I’ll marry you! I swear by everything that I hold sacred I will! Help! I’m drowning!”


  “Ivan! Ivan Pavlovich! Remember chivalry and all that!” the major bellowed. “Save me, be an angel! I’ll give you a ruble to buy vodka! Don’t let me perish in my prime. I’ll shower you with money. Go on, save me! What’s wrong with you! I’ll marry your sister Marya. Honest to God, I will! She’s a beauty. Don’t save her, the hell with her! Save me, or I’ll kill you!”


  Ivan Pavlovich’s head started to spin. He almost went under himself. Two equally promising offers! Which to choose? Time was running out! “I’ll save them both!” he decided. “Two rewards are better than one. Yes, that’s it! God willing, I’ll make it. Here we go!” Crossing himself, Ivan Pavlovich grabbed the major’s wife by her arm, hooked the major’s tie with the index finger of the same hand, and, grunting, swam to the shore. “Keep kicking,” he ordered them, as he paddled with his free arm. He dreamed about his shiny future. “I’ll be married to the major’s wife and the major will be my brother-in-law ... How’s that for the good life! Live it up, Vanya! You’ll eat sweet pastries and smoke expensive cigars! Glory be to God!” Ivan Pavlovich struggled to pull two people to shore with just one arm and the tide against him, but the thought of the bright future ahead bore him up. He grinned and chortled as he brought the major and his wife to the shore. His happiness was great. But then the major and his wife went back to beating each other. Ivan blanched and slapped himself on the forehead. He began to weep. He paid no attention to the peasant girls who emerged from the water, crowding around the major and his wife. He didn’t see the glances they threw at the brave clerk.


  The major pulled some strings and the very next day Ivan Pavlovich was fired from the district administrative office. Meanwhile, the major’s wife banished Marya from her apartments, ordering her to “go back to your beloved master.”


  “Oh, humankind,” Ivan Pavlovich kept repeating, as he strolled along the shore of the fateful lake, “is this what you call gratitude?”


  [image: ]


  
    *The battle for Kars was fought in the Russo-Turkish War of 1877–1878. Russian troops besieged Kars, but Ottoman reinforcements lifted the siege and drove the Russians back. Several months later, the Russians attacked Kars again and finally captured it.

  


  A CONFESSION, OR, OLYA, ZHENYA, ZOYA


  (A Letter)


  MA CHÈRE, my dearest friend, in your kind letter you ask, among other things, why it is that at the age of thirty-nine I remain unmarried.


  My dear! I desire a family with all my heart. If I am single, it is because of the dastardly hand of Fate. Some fifteen times I have been on the verge of marriage and if I have not married—well, it’s because everything in the world, and my life in particular, is governed by chance. Only chance! And chance is a despot. I will relate several of these incidents, these misfortunes, that have condemned me to eke out an existence of contemptible solitude.


  FIRST INCIDENT


  It was a glorious morning in June. The sky was as clear as the clearest Berlin blue. Sunlight shimmered on the river and glowed in the dewy grass. Great diamonds sparkled on the river and the foliage. The birds sang as if trained to. We breathed in the heady aromas of a June morning as we strolled happily along a shady path strewn with yellow sand. The trees looked down kindly and whispered sweet and low. The hand of Olya Gruzdovskaia (now married to the son of your district chief of police) rested upon mine, and her tiny pinkie trembled upon my thumb. Her cheeks were flushed, and as for her eyes ... Oh, ma chère, such wondrous eyes! Her blue eyes radiated charm, honesty, innocence, gaiety, and childlike naïveté. I feasted my eyes on her blond braids, on the tiny footprints of her little feet in the sand ...


  “I have devoted my life to science, Olya Maximovna,” I whispered to her, terrified lest that sweet pinkie slip from my thumb. “A professor’s chair awaits me in the future. I’ll be responsible for solving problems, scientific ones. It will be a working life, full of responsibilities, full of lofty—whatever their name is ... In short, I’ll be a professor. I’m an honest man, Olya Maximovna. I’m not rich, but—I need a woman beside me who, by her presence”—embarrassed Olya lowered her sweet eyes; her sweet pinkie began to tremble—“who, by her presence ... Olya! Look at the sky! See how clear and pure it is! My life is just as pure and boundless!”


  No sooner had my tongue extricated itself from this nonsense than Olya looked up, yanked her hand away, and clapped. Several geese and goslings were walking toward us. Olya ran to the geese and stretched out her arms to them, laughing loudly. Oh, what adorable little arms they were, ma chère!


  “Honk, honk, honk,” the geese called out, stretching their necks and looking askance at Olya.
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  “Goosie, goosie, goosie!” called Olya, reaching toward a gosling.


  The gosling was wise beyond his years. He dodged Olya and ran to his sire, a very large and stupid gander, and he told on her. The gander stretched his wings. Mischievously, Olya reached for another gosling—and something terrible happened. Lowering his neck to the ground, the gander menacingly advanced on Olya, hissing like a snake. Olya shrieked and ran. The gander gave chase. Olya looked back, shrieked louder, and blanched. Her pretty girlish face was distorted by horror and despair. Three hundred devils might have been chasing after her.


  Hastening to her aid, I hit the gander over the head with my walking stick. But the wretched gander nipped the edge of her dress. Eyes wide, face distorted, trembling all over, Olya fell into my arms!


  “What a coward you are!” I said.


  “Beat it off!” she began to cry.


  Her frightened little face was neither naive nor childlike. It was idiotic! Cowardice, ma chère, I cannot abide! Me married to a fainthearted, cowardly woman? I couldn’t imagine it.


  That gander had spoiled everything. I calmed Olya down and went home. I couldn’t get her face, so cravenly idiotic, out of my mind. Olya had lost all her charm, and I broke up with her.


  ANOTHER INCIDENT


  Dear friend, you know of course that I am a writer. The gods have ignited their sacred flame within my breast. I have no right but to take up the pen. I am Apollo’s votary. Every beat of my heart, my each and every sigh, in short, all of me, I offer as a sacrifice upon the Muses’ altar! I write and write and write. Take away my pen and I’m dead. You laugh, you don’t believe me. I swear that it’s true!


  You know, however, ma chère, that this world is no place for art. Vast and bountiful as the earth is, there is no place on earth for a writer. The writer remains an orphan, an outcast, a scapegoat, a helpless infant. I divide all of mankind into two camps: writers and enviers. The former write, while the latter, racked with envy, scheme and play all sorts of dirty tricks on them. I have died many deaths and I will die many more because of the envy of these enviers. They’ve ruined my life. Calling themselves editors and publishers, they’ve positioned themselves at the helm of the literary world, where they do everything they can to drown us writers. A pox upon them!


  Listen ...


  For a while I courted Zhenya Pshikova. You remember Zhenya, of course—that charming, black-haired, dreamy child, now married to your neighbor Karl Ivanovich Wanze (à propos: Wanze means bedbug in German. Don’t tell Zhenya—you’ll hurt her feelings). Zhenya loved the writer in me. She believed in my calling as fervently as I did. She lived and breathed my ambition. But she was so young! She couldn’t understand that mankind was divided into two camps! She didn’t believe it! She didn’t believe it, until one fine day ... And then we were done for.


  I was living at the Pshikov family dacha. I was the groom, Zhenya—my bride. I wrote. She read. What a critic she was, ma chère! As just as Aristides and as stern as Cato. I dedicated all my writings to her. Zhenya liked one of my pieces in particular. She wished to see it in print. I sent it off to a humor magazine on the first of July, expecting a response in the next issue, two weeks later. Finally, the fifteenth of July had arrived—and with it the long, long-awaited magazine. Zhenya and I rushed to open it. In the “Responses to Our Correspondents” section, we read—she blushing, I blanching: “Shlendovo Village. For Mr. M. B-u. You haven’t got a drop of talent. What the hell is this gobbledygook? Don’t waste stamps and leave us alone. Take up something else.”


  Idiotic! You could see right away what fools they were!


  “What scoundr-r-r-rels!” I fumed. “How do you like that? And now will you smile when I tell you humanity is split into two camps?”


  “Hmmm ...” Zhenya mumbled. She thought for a while, then she yawned. “Well,” she said, “maybe you don’t have any talent! They should know, after all. Last year, Fedor Fedoseevich spent the whole summer fishing with me, but you just go on writing. It’s so boring!”


  How do you like that? After those nights that we had spent writing and reading together! After jointly serving at the Muses’ altar. Well?


  Zhenya didn’t care for my writing, which meant she couldn’t care for me. That’s how it was! We broke up.


  THIRD INCIDENT


  You know, my cherished friend, how desperately I love music. Music is my passion, my element. The names of Mozart, Beethoven, Chopin, Mendelssohn, Gounod—these are names not of mortal men but of giants! I love classical music. I despise operetta, just as I despise vaudeville. I’m one of the most avid operagoers. Khokhlov, Kochetova, Bartsal, Usatov, Korsov* ... fabulous people! That I am not acquainted with any opera singers personally is a matter I deeply regret! Were I, I would pour out my soul in gratitude. Last winter I went to the opera again and again. Not alone, but in the company of the Pepsinov family. What a pity you don’t know this lovely family! They take a box at the opera every winter. They’re entirely devoted to music. The adornment of this lovely family is the colonel’s daughter, Zoya. And what a girl she is, my dear! Her rosy lips are enough to drive a man like me wild! Slender, beautiful, smart. I loved her. I loved her madly, passionately, terribly! Blood coursed through my veins when I sat next to her. You smile, ma chère. Smile, if you wish! The love of a writer is incomprehensible and foreign to you. A writer’s love is Mount Etna and Mount Vesuvius combined. Zoya loved me. Always, her eyes rested on mine; always, mine searched for hers. We were happy. Marriage was just a step away.


  We were doomed.


  Faust was being performed. Faust, my dear, composed by Gounod, a great composer. On the way to the opera, I decided that during the first act I would declare my intentions to Zoya. I don’t understand the first act of Faust. The great Gounod should never have written that first act!*


  The performance began. Zoya and I hid ourselves away in the foyer. She sat beside me, trembling with joy and anticipation, while absentmindedly fiddling with her fan. She looked so beautiful in the evening lighting, ma chère. She always did. So terribly beautiful!


  I began, “The overture, Zoya, has inspired me. There’s so much feeling there. You listen, you yearn, you yearn for something. You listen ...” I hiccuped. I went on. “You yearn for something special. Something otherworldly. Love? Passion? Yes, it must be. Love ...” I hiccuped. “Yes, love ...”


  Zoya smiled. She was embarrassed. She fanned herself faster. I hiccuped. How I hate hiccups!


  “Zoya Egorovna! Tell me, I beg you! Do you know this feeling too?” I hiccuped. “Zoya Egorovna! I await your answer!”


  “I—I don’t understand ...”


  “I’ve got the hiccups ... It’ll pass ... I’m talking about that all-encompassing feeling that ... Oh, damn it!”


  “Why don’t you drink a glass of water!”


  I’ll declare my feelings—I thought—and then I’ll go to the bar. I continued: “I’ll be brief, Zoya Egorovna. You must have already noticed—” I hiccuped. In annoyance, I bit my own tongue. “You must have noticed, of course—” I hiccupped. “You’ve known me for almost a year. I’m an honest man, Zoya! A hard worker! I’m not rich, that’s true, but—” I hiccupped. I leapt up.


  “Why don’t you drink some water,” Zoya counseled.


  I walked up and down beside the sofa. I pressed my finger to my throat. Again, I hiccuped. Ma chère, I was in a terrible bind! Zoya got up and went to the box. I followed. I opened the door to the box for her, hiccuped, and ran to the bar. I drank five glasses of water. The hiccups seemed to have settled down. I smoked a cigarette and headed for the box. Zoya’s brother stood and offered me his seat, a seat beside my Zoya. I sat down and immediately I hiccuped. Five minutes passed, but then I hiccuped again—a strange wheezy hiccup. I got up and went to stand by the door of the box. It is better, ma chère, to hiccup by the door rather than into the ear of a woman one loves! I hiccuped. The schoolboy in the neighboring box looked at me and laughed loudly. With what delight he laughed, the scoundrel! With what delight I would have taken that obnoxious little brat by the ear and ripped it right off! He was laughing while the great Faust was being performed on the stage! It’s sacrilege! No, ma chère, when we were young, we were better behaved than the youth of today. Cursing the impertinent schoolboy, I hiccuped again. Laughter came from the neighboring boxes.


  “Encore!” hissed the schoolboy.


  “What the hell is going on!” Colonel Pepsinov muttered in my ear. “You could have stayed home to hiccup, sir!”


  Zoya blushed. Once again I hiccuped, and then I ran out of the box, my fists fiercely clenched. I paced up and down the hallway. I paced, and paced, and paced—and I hiccuped. The things I ate and drank to make the hiccups go away! At the beginning of the fourth act, I called it quits. I went home. No sooner did I get home, than I stopped hiccuping. I hit myself on my head and exclaimed, “Why don’t you hiccup now! Go ahead, hiccup, you booed-off fiancé! No, not booed-off! You didn’t boo yourself off the matrimonial stage! You hiccuped yourself off!”


  The next evening, I went to dine with the Pepsinovs, as was my habit. Zoya didn’t come down to dinner. She sent a message that she couldn’t see me. She was ill. Colonel Pepsinov gave a long speech about how certain young men do not know how to behave in public. The idiot! Didn’t he know that the organs that produce hiccups are stimulated independently of conscious control? A stimulus, ma chère, means an impulse.


  “Would you have given your daughter, if you had one,” Pepsinov said to me after dinner, “to a man who permits himself to engage in public belching? Well, sir?”


  “I would,” I muttered.


  “Then you’d be making a mistake, sir!”


  That was the end of Zoya. She couldn’t forgive the hiccups. I was done for.


  The remaining twelve incidents—should I describe them?


  I could, but enough! The veins of my temples bulge, my tears flow, and my liver churns. “O brother writers, our fates are stamped with doom!”* Allow me, ma chère, to wish you the very best! I press your hand and I send my regards to Paul. I hear that he is a good husband and father. Praise be unto him! It’s a shame that he drinks like a fish, though (don’t take that as a reproach, ma chère!).


  Good health to you, ma chère, and good cheer. I remain your most faithful servant,


  MAKAR BALDASTOV
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    *These are all opera singers who were famous in Russia at the time.


    *Faust (1859) is an opera written by Charles Gounod (1818-1893) that consists of five acts and ballet pieces. In the first act, the aged Faust complains that all his studies have come to nothing and made him miss out on life and love.


    *An ironic quote from Nikolay Nekrasov’s poem “At the Hospital” (1855).

  


  A SINNER FROM TOLEDO


  (Translated from the Spanish)


  “WHOSOEVER reports the whereabouts of the witch, who calls herself Maria Spalanzo, or whosoever delivers her living or dead to the court, shall receive absolution for their past sins.”


  Such was the proclamation signed by the Bishop of Barcelona and by four judges back in those long-gone days that remain an indelible blot on the history of Spain—and, one could say, of humanity itself.


  All of Barcelona had read the proclamation. The hunt began. Sixty women who looked like the witch in question were detained; her relatives were tortured. Back then there was a foolish but deeply held belief that witches can turn themselves into cats, dogs, and other animals, invariably black ones. Very often, it was said, a hunter who had been attacked by an animal would cut off a paw for a trophy only to discover, on opening his hunting bag, a bloodied human hand—that of his own wife. The residents of Barcelona had killed every last black cat and every last black dog, but all in vain—none of them was Maria Spalanzo.
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  Maria Spalanzo was the daughter of a successful Barcelona merchant. Her father was French; her mother, Spanish. From her father she had inherited a Gallic lightheartedness and the boundless gaiety that makes French women so attractive; from her mother, a perfect Spanish figure. She was beautiful, smart, and always cheerful. She led a life of Spanish leisure and was dedicated to the arts. Joyful as a child, she had never shed a tear in all of her twenty years. On the day she turned twenty, she married a sailor named Spalanzo, well-known to all of Barcelona, very handsome, and—it was said—very learned. She was marrying him for love. Her husband vowed that he’d rather die than see her unhappy. He loved her madly.
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  Two days after the wedding, her fate was sealed.


  Towards evening, she set out from her new home to pay a visit to her mother. She was soon lost. Barcelona is a large city, and not every woman there can be expected to know her way around it.


  Maria ran into a young monk. “How can I get to St. Mark’s Street?” she asked.


  The monk stopped. He peered closely at her—he seemed to be thinking about something. The sun had set. The moon had risen. It cast its cold rays upon Maria’s beautiful face. Not for nothing do the poets mention the moon when they praise the beauty of women. A woman is a hundred times lovelier by moonlight. Maria’s brisk walk had left her breathless and panting. Her beautiful black hair had tumbled down over her shoulders and her breasts. She reached up to draw her scarf around her neck and inadvertently bared her arms to the elbow.
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  “By the blood of Saint Januarius, you are a witch!” the young monk burst out.


  “If you weren’t a monk, I’d say you’re drunk!” Maria parlayed back.


  “A witch!” Through clenched teeth, the monk recited an incantation against evil. “That dog that I saw just a moment ago, where is it? It’s you! I saw it turn into you. I know. I saw. I am not yet twenty-five years old, but already I’ve uncovered fifty witches. And you are number fifty-one! I am Augustine ...” And crossing himself, he turned and was gone.


  Maria knew all about Augustine. She’d heard about him from her parents. She knew he was a zealous exterminator of witches and the author of a learned tract that reviled women and men born of woman.


  Maria went on her way and before long, she met Augustine again. Four black figures emerged from a large building with a long Latin inscription over the door. They let her pass and then followed her. One of them, she could tell, was Augustine. They followed her all the way home.
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  Three days later, a man with a puffy shaved face, dressed in black, evidently a judge, paid a visit to the Spalanzos. Spalanzo was summoned before the archbishop immediately.


  “Your wife is a witch!” the archbishop thundered.


  Spalanzo turned pale.


  “Praise the Lord,” the archbishop continued. “A man whose precious gift is to see the evil spirit within has opened our eyes. Your wife was seen to turn into a black dog, a black dog that turned back into your wife.”


  Spalanzo gasped. “She’s not a witch. She’s my wife!”


  “The bride of Satan is no wife for a Catholic! Wretch, she has betrayed you with the evil one countless times. Haven’t you noticed? Go home. Bring her here straightaway.”


  The archbishop was a very learned man. He derived the word femina from two words: fe and minus, because incontestably a woman has less faith than a man.
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  Spalanzo left the archbishop’s chambers as pale as a corpse. He clutched his head. If the monks said Maria was a witch, who would believe him if he said otherwise? Who would dare?


  All Barcelona would be convinced. Every last person! Fools will fall for a falsehood, and the people of Barcelona were fools to a man!


  “No people are more foolish than the Spanish,” Spalanzo’s father, a doctor, had inveighed on his deathbed. “Scorn them and their beliefs!”


  Spalanzo shared many beliefs with his fellow Spaniards, but the words of the archbishop he didn’t believe. He knew his wife. In any case, he was convinced that it was only when they got old that women turned into witches.


  “The monks want to burn you, Maria!” he told his wife. He was back from seeing the archbishop. “They say you’re a witch. They’ve ordered me to bring you there. Listen, wife! If you really are a witch, well—that’s that!—turn into a black cat and flee; but if there’s no evil spirit in you, I’m not going to turn you in. The monks will put a dog’s collar on you. They won’t let you sleep until you confess, whether it’s true or not. But if you are a witch—just leave! Run away!”


  Maria didn’t turn into a black cat. She didn’t run away. She wept. She prayed to God.


  “Listen!” said Spalanzo to his weeping wife. “My father told me that the time will come—soon—when people who believe in witches will be mocked. My father may have been an unbeliever, but he was no liar. We’ve got to hide you away until that time comes. And that’s easy! My brother Christopher’s ship is in the harbor for repairs. We’ll hide you there until the time is ripe. My father promised it would be soon.”
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  That evening, Maria sat in the ship’s hold, shivering from cold and fear, and listening to the noise of the waves. She couldn’t wait for Spalanzo’s father’s unlikely prophesy to come true.


  “Where is your wife?” the archbishop demanded.


  Spalanzo lied. “She turned into a black cat and ran away!”


  “Just as I said! Never mind. We’ll find her. Augustine has a gift! An extraordinary gift! Go in peace, my son, and next time, don’t marry a witch! Evil spirits can migrate from wife to husband. Just last year I burned a devout Catholic who touched an unclean woman and was compelled to give his soul to Satan. You’re free to go!”


  Maria was in the ship for a long time. Every night, Spalanzo visited her. He brought her whatever she needed. She was there for a month, for two months, for three, and still the longed-for time had not come. Superstitions disappear, Spalanzo’s father was right about that, but not in a matter of months. Superstitions live on and on—it takes centuries for them to die off.


  Now that she was used to her new life, Maria began to make fun of the monks. She called them crows. She could have gone on like that for a while and, when the ship was all fixed up, sailed away to distant lands, far far from foolish Spain—as Christopher proposed—if not for an irreparable disaster.


  Passed from hand to hand and published in every plaza and marketplace, the archbishop’s proclamation had finally made its way to Spalanzo. He read it lost in thought. He couldn’t stop thinking about the promised absolution of sins.


  “How good to be absolved of all my sins!” He sighed.


  Spalanzo considered himself a terrible sinner. He had countless sins on his conscience, sins for which many a Catholic had been burned or died under torture. When Spalanzo was young, he had lived in Toledo, then a rallying point of sorcerers and wizards. During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, arithmetic flourished in Toledo as nowhere else in Europe. But in Spain, arithmetic was one step away from magic. Under the tutelage of his father, Spalanzo had practiced magic. He’d dissected animals. He’d gathered strange herbs. Once, while pounding something in an iron mortar, a bluish flame had burst out: an evil spirit that escaped with a horrible noise. Life in Toledo had been rife with sin!


  After his father’s death, Spalanzo left Toledo, consumed with remorse for his sins. An old monk—a very learned doctor—told him that if he wanted to be forgiven, he must perform a great deed. Spalanzo was ready to do anything to receive absolution for his sins. If only he could rid his soul of these memories of his shameful Toledan life and avoid hell! He would have given half of all his earthly goods, if indulgences had been available at the time. He would have gone on foot to the holy sites, but his business dealings held him back.


  He read the archbishop’s proclamation and he thought, “If I weren’t her husband, I’d turn her in.”


  Day and night he was tormented by the thought that with just one word he would receive absolution. He loved his wife—he loved her very much. If not for that love, a weakness despised by monks and by Toledan doctors too, he would probably have spoken.


  He showed the proclamation to his brother Christopher.


  “If she’s a witch, I’d turn her in,” said his brother, “except she’s so beautiful. Absolution’s a good thing. Then again, we won’t lose out if we hand Maria over to those crows when she’s dead. Let them burn her then. Dead, there’s no pain. And she’ll die when we’re old, when we’ll really need absolution.”


  Christopher had said his piece. He burst out laughing, and slapped his brother on the shoulder.


  “I might die before her,” Spalanzo brooded. “If I wasn’t her husband, I’d turn her in, I swear!”


  A week later, Spalanzo paced the ship’s deck. “If only she were dead!” he muttered under his breath. “I won’t turn her in alive, no! Dead, I’d turn her in! I’d trick the lot of those damned old crows and receive absolution!”


  So foolish Spalanzo poisoned his poor wife.


  He brought Maria’s dead body to the court. It was burned.


  He received absolution for the sins he’d committed in Toledo. He was forgiven for learning how to heal people and for studying the science that in years to come would be known as chemistry. The archbishop praised him and gave Spalanzo a book that he’d written himself. In it, the learned archbishop explained that it’s because demons are black that black-haired women are so often possessed by demons.


  THE TEMPERAMENTS


  (Based on the Latest Scientific Findings)


  SANGUINE TEMPERAMENT IN A MALE


  THE SANGUINE male is readily influenced by all his experiences, which is the cause, according to Hufeland,* of his frivolity. In his youth he is a bébé and a Spitzbube.† He is rude to teachers, doesn’t get haircuts, doesn’t shave, wears glasses, and scribbles on walls. He is a bad student but manages to graduate. He doesn’t respect his parents. If he is rich, he dresses to the nines; if he is impoverished, he lives like a pig. He sleeps until noon and goes to bed at odd hours. He makes mistakes when he writes. For love alone did Nature create him,‡ and he is constantly in love with someone or other. He is always willing to drink himself silly, but after drinking himself into a stupor, he gets up in the morning as sound as a bell, his head just a touch heavier than usual and not in need of similia similibus curantur.§ He gets married by accident. He is constantly fighting with his mother-in-law. He doesn’t get along with his relatives. He lies nonstop. He is terribly fond of scandals and amateur theater. In an orchestra he plays first violin. Because he is frivolous, he is liberal. Either he doesn’t read at all or he reads nonstop. He likes newspapers and wouldn’t mind writing for them. The “Responses to Our Correspondents” section of humor magazines has been invented specifically for males of sanguine temperament. He is constant in his inconstancy. When in service, he is an official for special missions or something to that effect. In school he teaches language arts. He rarely gets promoted to actual state councillor, but when he does, he turns phlegmatic or, in the rare instance, choleric. Scamps, rapscallions, and ne’er-do-wells are all of the sanguine temperament. It is not recommended to sleep in the same room with anyone who is a sanguine: He’ll tell you jokes all night, and if he doesn’t know any jokes, he will criticize his relatives or else tell lies. He will die of a disease of the digestive system and premature burnout.


  SANGUINE TEMPERAMENT IN A FEMALE


  The sanguine female is the most bearable of women, at least when not stupid.


  CHOLERIC TEMPERAMENT IN A MALE


  The choleric male is bilious with a yellow-gray face. The nose is crooked, and the eyes go around in their sockets like hungry wolves in a narrow cage. He is easily annoyed. A fleabite or a pinprick makes him want to tear the whole world to bits. When he talks he splutters and bares his teeth, which are either stained brown or are very white. He is firmly convinced that in the winter it is “damned cold” and in the summer it is “damned hot.” He fires his cook on a weekly basis. He feels miserable at dinner because everything is overdone, oversalted, and so forth. Most men of a choleric temperament are bachelors, but if they are married, they keep their wives under lock and key. He is dreadfully jealous. He does not understand jokes. He detests everything. He reads newspapers only so he can heap abuse on the newspapermen. He swears that all newspapers lie (something he’s believed since he was a fetus). Impossible as a husband and friend; unbearable to employ; unthinkable and altogether undesirable as a boss. All too often, unfortunately, a choleric is a teacher, teaching arithmetic or Greek. I do not recommend that you sleep in the same room with him: He coughs all night, spits, and loudly curses fleas. If the howling of cats disturbs him or a rooster crows during the night, he coughs and in a tremulous voice orders a servant to climb on the roof and strangle the creature, come hell or high water. He will die of consumption or of liver disease.


  CHOLERIC TEMPERAMENT IN A FEMALE


  The choleric female is a devil in a skirt, a crocodile.


  PHLEGMATIC TEMPERAMENT IN A MALE


  The phlegmatic male is a likable man (I am talking about a Russian rather than an English phlegmatic, of course). In physical appearance he is ordinary and rough-hewn. He is always serious because he is too lazy to laugh. He eats whatever, whenever. He doesn’t drink because he’s afraid of dropping dead from a stroke. He sleeps twenty out of the twenty-four hours. He is indispensable as a participant in committees, sessions, and urgent meetings, where he understands nothing, dozes off without feeling the least bit guilty, and waits patiently for it all to come to an end. Helped by his aunts and uncle, he gets married at thirty—making the most obliging of husbands: easygoing, agreeable to everything, uncomplaining. He calls his wife “sweetheart.” He enjoys suckling pig with horseradish sauce, church choirs, all things sour, and a nip in the air. The phrase “Vanitas vanitatum et omnia vanitas”* (which he translates as “Nonsense, more nonsense, it’s all nonsense anyway”) must have been invented by a phlegmatic. Only when selected for jury duty does he fall sick. On glimpsing a fat peasant woman he wriggles his fingers and ventures a smile. He subscribes to Niva magazine* and it bothers him that the pictures aren’t in color and that the stories aren’t funny. Writers, in his opinion, are as smart as they are pernicious. He thinks it’s a pity that children aren’t beaten in school, and doesn’t mind administering a good beating himself. He is successful at work. In an orchestra, he plays the double bass, the bassoon, or the trombone. In a theater, he is the cashier, an usher, a prompter, or, sometimes, pour manger,* an actor. He dies of a stroke or of edema.


  PHLEGMATIC TEMPERAMENT IN A FEMALE


  The phlegmatic female is a weepy, bug-eyed, fat, lumpy, fleshy German. She looks like a sack of flour. She is born in order to become a mother-in-law. That is her whole ambition.


  MELANCHOLIC TEMPERAMENT IN A MALE


  The male melancholic’s eyes are gray-blue in color and ever ready to shed a tear. Tiny wrinkles crease his forehead and the sides of his nose. His mouth is a bit crooked. His teeth are black. He is prone to hypochondria. He’s always complaining about stomachaches, that stabbing feeling in his side, and poor digestion. He loves to stand before a mirror and examine his flaccid tongue. His chest is weak, he’s sure, and he’s much too high-strung, so he drinks decoctum instead of tea, and aqua vitae instead of vodka. In a voice charged with tears and regret, he informs his relatives that valerian and bay rum drops no longer do him any good. He says it’s advisable to administer a laxative once a week. Long ago, he decided that doctors just don’t understand him. Faith healers, wisewomen, whisperers, drunken medical assistants, and sometimes midwives are his greatest benefactors. He puts on his fur coat in September and takes it off in May. He suspects every dog of having rabies, and after a friend told him that a cat can smother a sleeping man, he regards cats as sworn enemies to mankind. He worked out his last will and testament ages ago. He swears by all that’s sacred that he doesn’t drink but sometimes he does drink warm beer. He marries an orphan. His mother-in-law—if he has one—is the most wonderful and wisest woman. He hears her out in silence, his head tilted to the side, and he takes it as his holy duty to kiss her pudgy, sweaty hands that smell of pickle brine. He maintains a busy correspondence with uncles, aunts, his godmother, and childhood friends. He doesn’t read newspapers. On the sly, he reads Debay and Jozin.* When the plague broke out in Vetlianka,† he fasted and took communion five times. He suffers from watery eyes and nightmares. He is not particularly successful at work and will never be promoted above chief clerk. He loves the song “Luchinushka.”‡ In an orchestra he plays the flute or the cello. He groans and moans day and night, which is why sharing a room with him is not recommended. He anticipates floods, earthquakes, wars, the final collapse of morality, and his own death from a horrible disease. He dies of heart disease, of faith-healers’ remedies, and often of nothing but hypochondria.


  MELANCHOLIC TEMPERAMENT IN A FEMALE


  An absolutely impossible, restless creature. As a wife, she stupefies her husband until he falls into a state of despondency and commits suicide. The only good thing about her is that she is easy to get rid of: give her some money and send her on a pilgrimage.
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    *Christoph Wilhelm Friedrich Hufeland (1762–1836) was a German biologist-physician whose most famous treatise, Macrobiotics, or the Art of Prolonging Human Life (1796), was translated into many languages.


    †Babe (French); rascal (German).


    ‡Paraphrase of a line from Jacques Offenbach’s opéra bouffe La belle Hélène (1864).


    §Like is cured by like (Latin) (i.e., more alcohol to “cure” a hangover).


    *“Vanity of vanities, all is vanity” (Latin).


    *Niva (The Grain Field) was a weekly magazine of literature, politics, and modern life, one of the most popular weeklies in nineteenth-century Russia.


    †In order to eat (French).


    *Auguste Debay (1802–1890) and Antoine Émile Jozan (1817–1892) were writers of popular books on the subjects of the physiology of marriage, diseases of the “generative organs,” etc.


    †An outbreak of the plague in the Vetlianka Cossack village occurred in 1878.


    ‡A sad Russian folk song.

  


  FLYING ISLANDS BY JULES VERNE


  (A Parody)


  CHAPTER I: THE SPEECH


  “GENTLEMEN, I have finished!” announced Mr. John Lund, a young member of the Royal Geographical Society. Exhausted, he sank back into his armchair. Deafening applause filled the assembly hall along with cries of “Bravo.” The dazzled audience rose. One by one, the gentlemen approached John Lund to grip his hand. Seventeen gentlemen smashed their chairs in token of their amazement, eight of them spraining their craning necks as they did so. One of these gentlemen was the captain of a 100,009-ton yacht, The Pandemonium.


  “Gentlemen!” uttered Mr. Lund, deeply moved. “I consider it my sacred duty to express my gratitude for that inhuman patience with which you listened to a speech lasting forty hours, thirty-two minutes, and fourteen seconds! Tom Snipe,” he said, turning to his old servant, “wake me in five minutes. I shall sleep; these gentlemen shall pardon me for the audacity of doing so in their presence!”


  “Yes, sir!” said old Tom Snipe.


  Throwing his head back, John Lund slept immediately.


  John Lund was a Scotsman by birth. He had received no education whatsoever and he had never studied anything, yet he knew everything there was to know. He was one of those fortunate people who gain a knowledge of all that is splendid and beautiful by figuring everything out on their own. The rapture that had greeted his speech was quite justified. Over those forty hours, he presented for the consideration of messieurs gentlemen a proposal for a project of immense proportion, the fulfillment of which would garner fame for England and prove the illimitable reach of the human mind. The subject of Lund’s speech was nothing less than “Boring Through the Moon with a Colossal Borer!”


  CHAPTER II: THE MYSTERIOUS STRANGER


  But Sir John wasn’t to be allowed to sleep even three minutes. A heavy hand descended upon his shoulder. He awoke. Before him stood a gentleman 7.073 feet tall, as thin as a beanpole and as skinny as a dried-out snake. Completely bald, he was dressed entirely in black and wore four pairs of glasses on his nose. He carried a thermometer on his chest and a thermometer on his back.


  “Follow me!” said the bald-headed man in a sepulchral voice.


  “Where to?”


  “Follow me, John Lund!”
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  “And if I won’t?”


  “Then the moon must be bored by me before it is bored by you!”


  “In that case, sir, I’m at your service.”


  “Have your servant follow!”
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  Mr. Lund, the bald man, and Tom Snipe left the assembly hall and together set off through the well-lit streets of London. They walked and walked.


  “Sir,” said Snipe to Lund, “if our walk is as long as this gentleman is tall, then in accordance with the law of friction we shall wear out our soles!”


  The two gentlemen considered. Ten minutes later they decided Snipe’s remark was witty and broke out in loud laughter.


  “With whom do I have the honor of laughing, sir?” Lund asked of the bald-headed man.


  “You have the honor of walking, talking, and laughing with a member of every single geographical, archaeological, and ethnographical society in existence, who possesses a master’s degree in all the sciences that exist or ever will, a member too of the Moscow Art Club, honorary trustee of the School of Bovine Midwifery at Southampton, subscriber to Demon Illustrated, professor of yellow-green magic and elementary gastronomy at the future University of New Zealand, and director of the Nameless Observatory, William Bolvanius. Sir, I am escorting you to—”


  John Lund and Tom Snipe went down on their knees before the great man and lowered their heads in respect. They had heard so much of him.


  “I am escorting you, sir, to my observatory, which is located twenty miles hence. Sir! I need a partner for my undertaking, the significance of which you must necessarily utilize the two hemispheres of your cerebrum to comprehend. You, sir, are the chosen one. After delivering your speech for forty hours, no doubt you have little desire for conversation, and I, sir, love nothing so much as to commune at length with my telescope and silence! You will oblige your servant to hold his tongue, I trust. Hurrah for silence! I am escorting you to ... You have no objections?”


  “None, sir! I only regret that we are not trained to race and that our boots have soles, which to replace costs money, and—”


  “I shall buy you new boots.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  Those readers who burn with desire to be better acquainted with Mr. William Bolvanius can read his remarkable treatise Did the Moon Exist Before the Flood and if It Did, Why Didn’t It Drown? As an added bonus, they will receive another pamphlet, banned, published a year before his death, and entitled How to Wipe Out the Universe and Escape with One’s Life at the Same Time. Between them, these two works convey the personality of this most remarkable man far better than anything else.


  Incidentally, the treatise describes the two years Bolvanius spent in the marshes of Australia, where it was impossible to light a fire, subsisting entirely on crayfish, pond scum, and crocodile eggs. While living in the marshes, he invented a microscope that looks and works exactly like our microscope and discovered the vertebral column of the fish of the species Fishus. On returning from this long trip, he settled a few miles outside of London and devoted himself to astronomy. A tremendous misogynist (three times married, he was the owner of three magnificent, many-branched pairs of cuckold’s horns) who liked his privacy, he led an ascetic life. Thanks to his keen and subtle mind, his observatory and his writings on astronomy remained completely obscure. It is to the sorrow and misfortune of all right-thinking Englishmen that this great man is no longer with us. He quietly passed away last year, devoured by three crocodiles while swimming in the Nile.


  CHAPTER III: THE MYSTERIOUS SPOTS


  The observatory to which Bolvanius escorted Lund and old Tom Snipe ...(Here follows an extremely lengthy and extremely dull description of the observatory, which the translator has decided to omit in order to save time and space.) There stood the telescope perfected by Bolvanius. Lund went over to the telescope and directed his gaze at the moon.
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  “What do you see there, sir?”


  “The moon, sir.”


  “But what do you see beside the moon, Mr. Lund?”


  “I have the honor of seeing the moon and the moon alone.”


  “And what about that handful of pale spots close to the moon?”


  “By heavens, sir! I see them! Call me an ass, if I don’t see them! What are they?”


  “Spots that are uniquely visible through my telescope. But enough! Leave the telescope alone! What I want to know, what I must know, is the nature of those spots! And soon I shall! I intend to travel to those spots! And you will come with me!”


  “Long live the spots!” shouted John Lund and Tom Snipe.


  CHAPTER IV: TROUBLE IN THE SKY


  Half an hour later, Mr. William Bolvanius, John Lund, and the Scotsman Tom Snipe, transported by eighteen aerostatic balloons, were flying towards these mysterious spots. They sat in a hermetically sealed cube filled with compressed air and containing a machine to manufacture oxygen.* This awesome, unprecedented flight had commenced on the night of March 13, 1870. The wind was blowing from the southwest. The compass needle pointed NWW. (An extremely boring description of the cube and the eighteen aerostatic balloons follows.) Deep silence enveloped the cube. The gentlemen huddled in their capes and smoked cigars. Tom Snipe, stretched out on the floor, slept as if in his own bed. The thermometer† registered a temperature below zero. For the first twenty hours, not a word was spoken and nothing of note occurred. The balloons had entered the clouds. Several lightning bolts pursued them but failed to overtake them, since the balloons belonged to an Englishman. On the third day, John Lund came down with diphtheria and Tom Snipe was in the throes of depression. The cube collided with an aerolite and received a terrible jolt. The thermometer registered seventy-six degrees.


  “How are you feeling, sir?” Bolvanius asked Sir John on the fifth day, breaking the silence at last.


  “Thank you, sir,” replied Lund. He was touched. “I’m touched by your kindness. I’m suffering terribly ... and where is my faithful Tom?”


  “Sitting in the corner, chewing tobacco, and trying to look like a man who had married ten women at once.”


  “Very funny, Sir William!”


  “I thank you, sir!”


  The two of them were about to shake hands when a terrible event took place. With a horrifying noise something cracked, a thousand cannon shots rang out at once, a boom followed, and furious whistling filled the air. The internal pressure of the copper tube had caused it to explode in that rarefied atmosphere. Its fragments were now flying through endless space.


  A horrifying moment, unique in the history of the universe!


  Bolvanius grabbed Snipe by the legs, Snipe grabbed Lund by the legs, and with lightning speed the three were hurtled into a mysterious abyss. No longer weighed down, the balloons pirouetted about before bursting with a tremendous bang.


  “Where are we, sir?”


  “In the ether.”


  “If we’re in the ether, what will we breathe?”


  “What, Sir John, has happened to your willpower?”
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  “Gentlemen!” shouted Snipe. “I have the honor to inform you that we’re flying up not down!”


  “What the devil! That means we’ve escaped the gravitational pull of the earth. Our target is pulling us in! Huzzah! Sir John, how do you feel now?”


  “I appreciate you asking. Sir, I can see land just above us!”


  “Not land. A spot! We’re going to crash into it now!”


  Crrrrrash!


  CHAPTER V: JOHANN HOFF’S* ISLAND


  The first to regain consciousness was Tom Snipe. He rubbed his eyes. He surveyed the place where he, Bolvanius, and Lund lay sprawled. He removed one of his socks and wiped the gentlemen’s faces with it. The gentlemen came to at once.


  “Where are we?” asked Lund.


  “On one of the flying islands! Huzzah!”


  “Huzzah! Look, sir. We have outdone Columbus.”


  Several other islands floated overhead. (A description follows of a scene that is comprehensible only to the English.) They proceeded to tour the island. Its width was —— and its length was —— (Numbers and more numbers! The hell with them!) Tom Snipe found a tree whose sap resembled Russian vodka. Oddly, the trees were even shorter than the grass. (?) The island was uninhabited. Up to now, no living creature had ever set foot on it.


  “Look, sir, what’s this?” Lund asked Sir William, picking up a sheaf of paper.


  “Strange! Astonishing! Astounding!” muttered Bolvanius.


  It was a sheaf of ads sponsored by a man named Johann Hoff, penned in a barbaric language: Russian, apparently.


  How could these writings have come to be there?


  “Damnation!” shouted Bolvanius. “Was someone here before us? Who could it be? Tell me—who, who? Damnation! Aaaargh! May a bolt of lightning blow apart my illustrious brains! Let me get my hands on him! Just let me! I’ll swallow him whole, along with his ads!”


  Mr. Bolvanius threw up his arms and gave a dreadful laugh. A strange light flickered in his eyes. He had gone mad.


  CHAPTER VI: THE RETURN


  “Huzzah!” shouted the inhabitants of Le Havre, as they crowded onto the piers of the town. Shouts of joy, bells, and music rang out everywhere. The black object that had threatened universal destruction was dropping not on the city but into the harbor. Ships were in a hurry to escape out to sea. Having blocked the sun for so many days, the black object plopped heavily (pesamment) into the harbor to triumphant shouts and thunderous music, splashing the entire pier. Once in the harbor, it sank. A minute later the harbor was open again. Waves furrowed the surface in all directions. Three men flailed about in the middle of the harbor: crazy Bolvanius, John Lund, and Tom Snipe. They were soon rescued.
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  “We haven’t eaten in fifty-seven days!” muttered Lund, who was as thin as a starving artist. He explained what had happened.


  Johann Hoff’s Island no longer exists. These three brave men weighed it down until it fell out of the neutral zone, was drawn toward the earth, and sank in the harbor of Le Havre.


  CONCLUSION


  John Lund is now busy with his project of drilling through the moon. Soon the moon will be adorned by a hole. The hole will belong to the English. Tom Snipe lives in Ireland and has taken up farming. He raises chickens and beats his only daughter, whom he is bringing up like a Spartan. Science still interests him, and he is furious at himself for forgetting to take some seeds from those trees on the flying island, with the sap that tastes like Russian vodka.


  
    *A gas made up by the chemists. They say that one can’t live without it. What rubbish. The only thing that one can’t live without is money. (Translator’s note—Chekhonte.)


    †There really is such an instrument. (Translator’s note—Chekhonte.)


    *Johann Hoff was a widely advertised manufacturer of beer, malt extract, etc.

  


  BEFORE THE WEDDING


  LAST THURSDAY, the worthy Podzatylkins announced the engagement of their daughter to the collegiate assessor Nazariev. The betrothal took place at the Podzatylkin residence and went off without a hitch. Refreshments consumed included two bottles of Lanin’s so-called “champagne”* and a bucket and a half of vodka; the young ladies polished off a bottle of Château Lafite. The parents of the bride and the groom cried at just the right moment. The groom and bride kissed with gusto. An eighth grader made a toast that included the phrases “O tempora! O mores!”† and “Salvete, boni future conjuges!”†—both uttered with panache. The red-haired Vanya Smyslomalov, who was doing absolutely nothing as he waited for the die to be cast, went crazy with grief at precisely the right moment, right on cue, so to speak: he ran his hands through the hair on his big head, pounded his knee with his fist, and cried out, “Dammit, I loved her and I love her still!” This afforded inexpressible pleasure to the young ladies.
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  The Podzatylkins’ daughter is remarkable by virtue of being completely unremarkable. Since no one has ever seen or heard any evidence of her intellect, let’s not talk about it. Her looks are as plain as can be: her papa’s nose, her mama’s chin, feline eyes, mediocre bust. She plays the piano, though she can’t read music. She helps her mama in the kitchen, wears a corset, hates Lenten fare, and considers correct spelling to be the alpha and omega of all wisdom. More than anything, she loves tall men and the name Roland.


  Nazariev is a man of average height. His face is pallid and expressionless, his hair is curly, and the back of his head is flat. He works somewhere or other and makes a pittance—barely enough to cover his tobacco. He always smells of egg soap and carbolic disinfectant, fancies himself a real ladies’ man, talks loudly, and is perpetually expressing surprise. When he talks, spittle splatters. He dresses foppishly, looks down on his parents, and tells every girl, “You’re much too naive! Why don’t you read some literature!” More than anything, he loves his own handwriting, Amusement Magazine,* squeaky boots, and, most of all, himself, particularly when he is surrounded by girls, drinking sweet tea, and vehemently denying the existence of the devil.


  Such are the betrothed!


  The morning after the betrothal, the Podzatylkins’ daughter rose from her slumbers and was told by the cook to pay a visit to her mama. Her mother, still in bed, delivered the following reprimand: “A wool dress? Why on earth did you deck yourself out in that? Couldn’t you have worn the plain cotton one? My head is killing me! Yesterday that ugly balding nitwit—your father, I mean—decided to play the joker. As if I needed that! He handed me a shot glass. ‘Drink up!’ he says. I thought that it was wine, but instead it was vinegar and herring oil. Some joke, the drunken slobbering nitwit! All he ever does is humiliate people! I’m shocked, I’m amazed you were so cheerful yesterday. You didn’t weep once! What was there to be so happy about? You found some money you lost? Astonishing! Everyone must have thought that you are happy to be leaving your parents. That’s how it looks. What? Love? What love? You’re not marrying for love, you’re marrying a collegiate assessor. It’s his rank you’re after! Isn’t that the truth? Of course, it is. As for me, my dear, I don’t much care for your intended. He’s stuck-up; he’s conceited. You should put him in his place. Whaaat? Don’t even think of it! In a month you’d be hammering at each other with your fists. He’s the sort and so are you. Unmarried girls are crazy to get married, but they’re the only ones, because it’s no good at all. I’m married, I should know. Give it time and you’ll see for yourself. Don’t fidget—my head is spinning as it is. Men are fools. It’s awful living with them. Your intended is another fool, for all the airs he puts on. Don’t pay much attention to what he says, don’t just do what he tells you to, and don’t go out of your way to show him respect. What’s to respect? No matter what comes up, always ask me first. Just as soon as anything happens, come to me. God forbid that you do anything without consulting your mother first! A husband’s never going to give you sound or sensible advice. He’s just going to do whatever suits him best. Remember that! Don’t listen to your father either. Don’t let him visit; be careful! Don’t be a ninny and blurt out an invitation. As it is, he’s trying to squeeze everything he can out of you. He’ll want to come and spend whole days at your place. Why would the two of you want that? He’ll just mooch vodka and smoke your husband’s tobacco. He may be your father, but he’s an obnoxious beast for all that. The stinker wears a kind face but he’s got a vicious soul. Don’t lend him money, even if he asks. He’s a crook, even if he does go by the name of titular councillor. And there he goes, yelling, wanting you! Go, but don’t say a word about all this. Otherwise he’ll tear right into me, that Cain. I hope he swells up till he can’t move! Go to him. My heart’s in my throat! You’re all my enemies! When I’m dead and gone, you’ll remember I warned you, not till then. Tormentors!”
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  The daughter left her mother and set off to see her father, who was sitting on his bed and sprinkling his pillow with Persian powder against bedbugs.
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  “My child!” said her father. “How pleased I am to see you engaged to a clever man like Nazariev. I’m really very pleased. I entirely approve of this match. Marry, my daughter, without fear. Marriage is such a solemn thing that ... well, what can I say? Go forth, be fruitful and multiply. The Good Lord will bless you. I—I weep. Then again, tears are meaningless. What are man’s tears? Merely an expression of man’s enfeebled psychology! Heed what I say, my daughter! Do not forget your parents! Your husband won’t treat you better than your own parents do—he won’t. Husbands only care about your looks. We—we love you for yourself. What does your husband love? Your personality? Your kindness? Your tender feelings? None of that! He loves your dowry. An even one thousand rubles, that’s what we’re giving him, dearie, and that’s not chump change! You can see that! Nazariev is a good man, but don’t show him any more respect than you do your father. Oh, he’ll cleave unto you, I’m sure, but that doesn’t make him your friend. There’ll be a time when ... Wait, no, mum’s the word about that, my child. Hear your mother out, sweetie, but be careful. She’s nice enough, but no less of a double-dealing, flighty, namby-pambyish unbeliever for all that. Oh, she’s noble and she’s honest, and—oh, the hell with her! Her advice can’t compare to that of your father, the very author of your being. Don’t let her move in with you. Husbands don’t take to mothers-in-law. I didn’t take to my mother-in-law. I detested her so much that I put burnt cork in her coffee. Now that was a hoot! Sublieutenant Ziumbumbunchikov sued his mother-in-law in military court. Remember that? Oh wait, you weren’t born yet. Anyway, a father comes first—always! Remember that and mind what I say. Don’t listen to anyone else. And, my daughter ... European civilization got women thinking that the more children a woman has, the worse for her. How wrong! It’s a lie! The more children, the merrier! No, wait! It’s just the opposite! My mistake, sweetie. Less children—that’s what it is. I read it in some journal the other day—something someone named Malthus came up with. So there you go. A man just rode up. Well, if it isn’t your groom! Oh, he’s got style, that little rascal, that scoundrel! What a man! A regular Walter Scott! Go ahead, go entertain him, while I dress.”


  Nazariev arrived and the bride greeted him. “Sit down,” she said, “there’s no need to stand on ceremony!”


  Nazariev clicked his heels twice and sat down beside his bride.


  “So how are you doing?” he said with a bold air. “How’d you sleep? You know, I didn’t sleep all night. I was reading Zola. I was dreaming of you. Have you read Zola? You haven’t? Really? But that’s criminal! An acquaintance of mine, a civil servant, loaned me some Zola. Such ravishing writing! I’ll lend it to you. Oh, but these feelings I feel! If you only knew what I feel—feelings such as you have never felt in your life! Let me kiss you!”


  And rising from his seat, Nazariev gave a little peck to the Podzatylkins’ daughter’s lower lip.


  “And your folks—where are they?” he asked even more boldly. “I must see them. Frankly, I’m a bit put out. They’ve pulled one over on me. Listen. Your father told me that he was a court councillor and now it turns out he’s only a titular councillor. How do you like that? Another thing: They promised one-and-a-half thousand rubles, then yesterday your mother says not a kopeck over a thousand. What kind of a dirty trick is that? Even the bloodthirsty Circassians wouldn’t stoop to that! Nobody’s going to swindle me! You can do what you want, but don’t trifle with either my pride or my humbleness! It’s indecent! It’s irrational! I’m an honest man and I don’t like crooks! The way I see it, you can do what you want, just don’t act shifty, don’t be underhanded, show some good faith. That’s right! And they’re ignorant! You can see it in their faces! What kind of a look is that? Those aren’t faces! Forgive me—they don’t seem like family to me. No! Once we’re married, we’ll bring them to heel. Bullying, barbaric! I won’t stand for it. I’m not an unbeliever of the cynical sort, but I know a thing or two about education. We’ll bring them to heel! My parents don’t dare say boo to me, and they haven’t for a long time now. Listen, have you had coffee yet? No? Well, let’s have some. And fetch me a cigarette—I forgot my tobacco at home.”


  The bride left the room.


  That was before the wedding. You don’t need to be a prophet to figure out what happens after.
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    *A cheap, low-quality sparkling wine, produced by the company of N. Lanin and sold as genuine champagne.


    †“Oh what times! Oh what customs!” (Latin)


    ‡“Long live the future good spouses!” (Latin)


    *A weekly humor magazine (Razvlechenie) published in Moscow.

  


  A LETTER TO A LEARNED NEIGHBOR


  The Village of Eaten-Pancakes


  DEAREST NEIGHBOR,


  Maxim ... (can’t recall your patronymic ... forgive me kindly!) Forgive and pardon me, an old fogy and ridiculous human soul, that I dare pester you with my pathetic epistolary blathering. A whole year has gone by since it pleased you to settle in our corner of the world, neighboring me, an insignificant nobody, and I still am not acquainted with you, and still you aren’t acquainted with me, pathetic flittering insect that I am. Allow me then, precious neighbor, if only by means of these senile hieroglyphicated scribblings, to introduce myself to you, mentally to shake your learned hand, and to congratulate you on your arrival from St. Petersburg to our unworthy land, inhabited by muzhiks and peasant folk, that is to say, the plebeian element. I have long sought an occasion to make your acquaintance, I yearned for it, because science is, in a manner of speaking, the mother of us all, just the same as civileezation, and also because I have a heartfelt respect for those people whose famed names and titles have been crowned with the gloriosity of public renown, laurels, cymbals, medals, decoration ribbons, and endorsements, and resound like thunder and lightning in all the corners of this inhabited world both visible and invisible, that is to say, sublunary. I passionately admire astronomers, poets, metaphysicians, privatdozents, chemists, and other votaries of the sciences, among which you are to be numbered due to your employment of clever facts and your familiarity with the various branches of the sciences, that is to say, with their outcomes and fruitions. I have heard that you have published many books during the time of your mental sedentarizing amid glass tubing, thermometers, and stacks of foreign books with titillating pictures. Recently, my neighbor Gerasimov visited me in my humble abode, amid my ruins and wreckage, and with characteristic fanaticism berated and castigated your thoughts and ideas concerning human origin and other phenomena of the visible world, and mutinied and railed against your mental sphere and your cerebral horizon bedecked with loominaries and aerolites. I disagree with Gerasimov concerning your learned ideas, because I live for and am nurtured by science alone, which providence has given to the human race so that it could plumb the depths of the world seen and unseen for precious metals, metalloids, and diamonds, but still, my dear, you will have to forgive me, an insect barely visible, if I have the audacity to contradict, in my doddering way, some of your ideas concerning the essence of nature. Gerasimov informed me that you have composed a treatize in which it pleased you to express some rather unsubstantiated ideas about mankind’s primal condition and antediluvian existence. It pleased you to pen that man has descended from the apish tribes of monkeys, orangutans, and so forth. Forgive me, an old man, but I disagree with you on this important point and can even provide you with some pause for thought here. For if man, the ruler of the world, the smartest of all breathing creatures, descended from the stupid and ignorant ape, then he would have a tail and a beastly voice. If we had descended from apes, then in present times the Gypsies would be taking us around to various towns and we would be paying money to be exhibited to each other, dancing at the command of the Gypsy or sitting in a cage at the zoo. Are we covered with fur all over? Are we not wearing clothing, which the apes lack? Could we feel any love for woman rather than contempt, if she smelled even a bit like the monkey that we see every Tuesday at the house of the Marshal of Nobility? If our progenitors have descended from apes they wouldn’t have been buried at Christian cemeteries; for instance, my great-great-grandfather Ambrosius who lived in days of yore in the Kingdom of Poland was interred not as an ape but beside the Catholic abbot Joakim Shostak, whose writings regarding temperate climate and the intemperate use of alcoholic drinks are preserved to this day by my brother Ivan (the major). An abbot means a Catholic priest. Forgive me, a know-nothing, that I interfere in your learned business, interpret it in my own senile way, and thrust upon you my half-baked and garish ideas that are more likely to be found in the stomachs of learned and civilized people than in their heads. But I cannot stomach it in silence when scientists reason incorrectly, and so cannot but contradict you. Gerasimov informed me that you reason incorrectly about the night’s loominary, that is, the moon, which replaces the sun for us during the hours of darkness, when people sleep, while you are conducting electricity from place to place and fantasizing. Do not laugh at an old man for writing so foolishly. You write that the moon, that is to say, the crescent, is inhabited and settled by peoples and tribes. That could never be, because if people were living on the moon, they would have blocked from us its magical and enchanting light by their houses and ample pastures. People cannot live without rain, and rain falls downward toward the earth and not upward toward the moon. Filth and garbage would pour down upon our land from such an inhabited moon. Could people live on the moon if it exists only during the night and disappears during the day? Also, governments could never allow people to live on the moon because, due to reasons of great distance and inaccessibility, it would be very easy to hide there in order to evade compulsory military service. You are a little mistaken about all this. Gerasimov told me that you have composed and published a learned treatize, where you write that on the greatest of all loominaries, the sun, there are little black spots. Such a thing cannot be, because it could never be. How could you see these spots on the sun, if you cannot look at the sun with the plain human eye, and what are these spots for, if you can make do without them? From which wet substance are these spots made if they do not burn up? Maybe fish also live on the sun, according to you? Forgive me, the noxious weed that I am, this stupid witticism! I am terribly loyal to science! The ruble, that sail of the nineteenth century, has no hold upon me; in my eyes, science has outraced it upon its vaster wings. Every discovery torments me like a sharp nail hammered into my back. I may be an ignoramus and an old-fashioned landowner, but despite that, the old rascal that I am, I still busy myself with science and discoveries, which I effect with my own two hands as I fill my senseless noggin, my uncultivated scull, with thoughts and an array of the greatest scientific knowledge. Mother Nature is a book that must be read and observed. I have enacted many discoveries with my own brain, such discoveries that not a single reformer has yet managed to invent. I can say without boasting that I am not the last in line when it comes to learnedness obtained by sweat and tears and not by the wealth of parents, that is to say, mothers and fathers or guardians, who often bring their children to ruin by means of wealth, luxury, and six-story mansions filled with slaves and electric bells. Here is what my worthless brain discovered. I discovered that our great fiery loominous chlamys, the sun, shimmers entertainingly and picturesquely with multicolored hues once a year, early in the morning, in such a way as to produce a playful impression by its splendid glimmering. Here is another discovery of mine: Why is it that in the winter the day is short and the night is long, and in the summer the reverse? In the winter the day is short because, akin to other objects visible and invisible, it shrinks from the cold as the sun sets early, while the night expands from the illumination of lighting fixtures and streetlamps because it warms up thereby. Then I also discovered that dogs eat grass in the spring, like sheep, and that coffee is unwholesome for sanguine people because it brings on light-headedness, bleary eyes, and other suchlike things. I have made many discoveries besides these, even though I have neither award certificates nor diplomas to show for it. Really, dearest neighbor, why don’t you just come and visit? We’ll discover something together, get busy with some literature, and you can teach rotten little me some calculations or other.


  I have recently read a French scientist who writes that the lion’s face does not at all resemble a human countenance, though that is what scientists think. We can discuss that as well. Come and visit, do me the loving-kindness. Tomorrow’s good, for example. We’re keeping Lent, but for you we’ll make meat and dairy. My daughter Natasha is asking you to bring some clever books along. She is all emanseepated and thinks that everyone is stupid and she is the only smart one. Young people nowadays, I tell you, know how to make themselves heard. God help them! In a week’s time, my brother Ivan (the major) is coming to visit; he’s a good man but, between the two of us, he’s a lout who doesn’t like science. This letter should be delivered to you by my steward Trofim exactly at eight this evening. If he brings it later than that, give him a couple of good slaps across the face, professorial-style, because his kind can’t be handled with kid gloves. If he delivers it later than that, it means he detoured to the drinking house, the cussed oaf. The custom of visiting neighbors has not been invented by us and will not end with us, which is why you must come to visit with all your gadgets and books. I would have visited you myself, but I am very bashful and lack nerve. Pardon me, the sorry wretch, for disturbing you.


  I remain, respectfully yours, the retired noncommissioned officer of the Don Cossack Host, member of the nobility, your neighbor,


  VASILY SEMI-BULATOV
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  IN THE TRAIN CAR


  MAIL TRAIN number such-and-such is speeding at full steam from Fun-Crash Station to Save-Yourselves-if-You-Can Station. The locomotive whistles, hisses, puffs, and snorts. The train cars shake and their ungreased wheels howl like wolves and screech like owls. The sky, the earth, and the train cars are all pitch-black. “Just you wait, just you wait” thump the train cars, trembling with age. “Woe! Wooooe! Woe!” joins in the locomotive. Pickpockets and the drafts sweep through the train cars. It’s terrifying. I stick my head out of the window and stare at the limitless expanse. All the semaphore lights are green, which means that any trouble is still some way off. No sign of the station signal or station lights. It’s dark, it’s dreary, my thoughts turn to death, to childhood memories. Dear God!


  “I’m a sinner,” I whisper, “a terrible sinner!”


  Someone is trying to get into my back pocket. My pocket’s empty, but it still gives me the willies. I turn my head. A man in a straw hat and a dark gray shirt stands beside me. “Is there anything I can do for you?” I ask him, patting down my pockets.


  “Nothing, sir!” He jerks his hand away and turns his back to mine, leaning hard against me. “I’m just looking out the window!”


  A hoarse whistle. The train slows down more and more and finally stops. I get out of the train car and head to the station restaurant for a drink to lift my spirits. Passengers and members of the train crew cram the restaurant.


  “Well, they say it’s vodka, but it’s got no bite,” says the respectable-looking conductor-in-chief to a fat passenger. The fat passenger struggles to reply. He’s got a fossilized sandwich stuck in his throat.


  “Gendarme! Gendarme!” someone on the train platform bellows—like a hungry mastodon, an ichthyosaurus, or a plesiosaurus from primeval antediluvian times. I walk over to see what’s the matter. There’s a man with a cockade standing next to a first-class car, displaying his bare feet for the whole world to see. Poor man, his shoes and socks were stolen off him while he slept.


  “What am I going to wear now?” he hollers. “I’m traveling all the way to Rrrevel! Isn’t there any security?”


  There’s a policeman by him. “This is no place to make a scene,” he insists. I go back to my car, number 224. Everything’s the same: darkness, snoring, stale tobacco, and rotgut—this is Russia all right. A red-haired court investigator traveling to Kiev from Ryazan snores at my side, while a pretty girl dozes some two or three feet away from him. A peasant, wearing a straw hat, wheezes, snorts, turns and tosses, and has no idea what to do with his long legs. Off in the corner, someone’s having a bite to eat, chomping so everyone can hear. The common folk sleep soundly under the benches. The door creaks. Two shriveled old women enter with bags slung over their backs.


  “Why don’t we sit ourselves down here, dearie,” says one. “How dark it is! Trials and tribulations. Oh, I just stepped on someone. Where’s Pakhom?”


  “Pakhom? Oh, dear! Where could he be? Oh, dear me!”


  The old woman bustles over to the window, opens it, and peers out at the platform.


  “Pakhom,” she calls in a tremulous voice. “Where are you? Pakhom! We’re right here!”


  “I’m in trouble!” the shout comes from outside. “They ain’t letting me in.”


  “Ain’t letting you in? Which one of them ain’t letting you in? Don’t you pay any attention! No one can stop you if you’ve got a genuine ticket!”


  “They ain’t selling tickets no more! The ticket window’s closed!”


  Someone leads a horse across the platform. Sounds of clattering hooves and snorting.


  “Get back!” hollers a policeman. “Where do you think you’re going? Why are you raising a ruckus?”


  “Petrovna!” Pakhom groans.


  Petrovna throws down her sack, grabs a large tin kettle, and rushes out of the train. The second bell rings. A short conductor with a small black mustache enters.


  “You better go buy a ticket!” he tells the old man across from me. “The controller’s coming!”


  “Yes? Well, that’s no good. Which one? The prince?”


  “Nah. The prince isn’t coming here, not even if they chase after him with a stick.”


  “So which one then? The one with the beard?”


  “Yeah, with the beard ...”


  “Well, if it’s him, then it’s all right. He’s decent.”


  “What you do is up to you.”


  “Are there a lot of fare-beaters?”


  “About forty.”


  “Really? Good for them! They know how to play the game! As long as the controller doesn’t catch them!”


  My heart sinks. I’m a fare-beater, one of the passengers who hands over cash to the conductor not the ticket vendor. It’s a fine thing to be a fare-beater, dear reader! The rate’s unwritten, but fare-beaters get 75 percent off on the price of a ticket—they don’t have to line up to buy it, they don’t have to show it, and the conductors are more polite to them to boot! Everything you could possibly wish for!


  “Why should I pay whoever whatever?” mumbles the old man. “Never! I give my money directly to the conductor. The conductor needs it more than Polyakov!”*


  The third bell rattles.


  “Oh, dear!” the old woman said, bustling around. “Where could Petrovna be? There goes the third bell! Lord have mercy. She got left behind! She got left behind, the poor thing. And her things are here. What’s going to happen with her things, with her bag? Dear me, she got left behind!”


  The old woman thinks for a minute.


  “At least she’ll have her things!”—and out the window goes Petrovna’s bag.


  The next station is Khaldeevo; my Frum travel guide, however, calls it Common Grave.


  The controller and the conductor-in-chief walk in with a candle.


  “Tickets!” shouts the conductor-in-chief.


  The controller turns to me and to the old man. “Tickets!”


  We huddle, we cringe, we hide our hands, we glue our eyes to the reassuring face of the conductor-in-chief.


  “Get their tickets,” says the controller to his companion and moves on. We’re saved.


  “Ticket! Hey, you! Your ticket!” The conductor-in-chief jostles a sleeping young man. The young man wakes up and takes a yellow ticket out of his hat.


  “So where do you think you’re heading?” asks the controller, turning the ticket between his fingers. “You’re going the wrong way!”


  “You dolt, you’re going the wrong way!” says the conductor-in-chief. “You got onto the wrong train, you numskull! You should have gotten on the one for Zhivoderovo and we’re going to Khaldeevo! Here, take it back! It never pays to be an idiot!”


  The young man blinks rapidly and stares blankly at the smirking public. He dabs his eyes with his sleeve.


  “Don’t cry,” people say. “Ask for help! Look at the size of you, you big blockhead—bawling like a baby! You’re probably married with children, and just look at you!”


  “Ticket!” The conductor-in-chief turns to a peasant in a top hat.


  “Huh?”


  “Ticket! Snap to it!”


  “A ticket? I need a ticket?”


  “Your ticket!”


  “I got it ... You want to see my ticket ... Well, I’m not going to stop you. Here comes.” Slow as a snail, the peasant reaches inside his shirt, producing a scrap of greasy paper. He hands it to the controller.


  “What’s that you’re giving me? That’s your passport! Give me your ticket!”


  “I haven’t got another ticket!” says the peasant, alarmed.


  “So why are you on the train, if you don’t have a ticket?”


  “But I paid.”


  “Who’d you pay? Stop lying!”


  “I paid the conductor.”


  “Which conductor?”


  “Damned if I know! Some conductor, that’s all ... ‘Don’t need a ticket,’ he tells me. ‘You can travel without one’ ... So I didn’t get it ...”


  “We’ll see about that at the station! Madam, your ticket!”


  The door creaks, opens, and to everyone’s surprise in walks Petrovna.


  “I could barely find our car. How’re you supposed to tell them apart—they all look the same ... And they didn’t let Pakhom on! Those vipers ... Where’s my bag?”


  “Oh, trials and tribulations! I threw it out the window! I thought you’d been left behind!”


  “You threw it where?”


  “Out the window. How was I supposed to know any better?”


  “And who asked you to do that? You’re a witch, a regular witch, Lord forgive me! What do I do now? Why didn’t you throw your own bag out? Or your own ugly mug! I hope your guts crawl out of you!”


  People are laughing. “Send a telegraph from the next station!” someone advises.


  Petrovna is wailing and spouting profanities. Her friend clutches her own sack; she’s weeping too. The conductor walks in.


  “Whose are these?” he shouts. He holds up Petrovna’s things.


  “A pretty one!” the old man across from me whispers to me. He gestures at the pretty girl. “Real pretty. And I haven’t got any chloroform here, dammit! One whiff of that and you can kiss her as much as you’d like! Everyone else is asleep!”


  The man in the straw hat keeps rolling over, loudly grumbling about his bothersome legs.


  “Scientists this,” he mumbles, “scientists that! There’s no going against nature! Scientists. Why can’t they figure out how to screw your legs on and off. Now that would be something!”


  “I had nothing to do with it! Ask the deputy prosecutor!” the investigator raves in his sleep.


  In a distant corner, two schoolboys, a corporal, and a young man in blue-tinted glasses are playing cards by the light of their glowing cigarettes.


  To my right is a tall fancy lady of the no-need-to-ask-twice variety. She reeks of powder and patchouli.


  “Travel is so delightful!” a cad murmurs into her ear, murmuring sweetly, disgustingly sweetly, saying his g’s, n’s, and r’s French-fashion. “You get to know people so quickly and so well, so intimately, when you travel. I just adore travel!”


  A kiss. Another one. What the hell? I can’t believe what I’m seeing. And now the pretty girl wakes up, looks around, and ...without a second thought, lowers her head onto the shoulder of Themis’s* votary, the investigator. And still he dozes on, poor fool!


  The train comes to a halt. We’re at a way station.


  “The train will stop for two minutes,” a hoarse, cracked bass voice says from outside the train car. Two minutes pass, then another two. Five, ten, twenty minutes go by, and still the train stands. What the hell is going on? I step out of the car and head over to the train engine.


  “Ivan Matveich! Are you almost done, dammit?” the conductor-in-chief is yelling into the space underneath the engine.


  The train engineer squirms out from under the engine on his belly. He’s red, sweaty, and has a smear of soot on his nose.


  “Do you believe in God or not?” He turns on the conductor-in-chief. “Are you a human being or not? Why are you rushing me? Don’t you see? I hope you all croak! Call this an engine, do you? This here is no engine, it’s a piece of junk! It won’t go!”


  “So what do we do?”


  “Do whatever you want! Get me another one, I’m not driving this one! Put yourself in my place.”


  The engineer’s assistants are running around the broken engine, tapping it and shouting. The stationmaster, wearing a red cap, is cracking jokes with his assistant about Jews and their sidesplitting day-to-day lives. It’s raining. I head back to my car. A stranger in a straw hat and a dark gray shirt runs past. He’s clutching a suitcase. Oh my God, it’s mine!
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    *Samuel Polyakov (1837–1888) was the most famous of Russian railroad magnates; he constructed more than a fourth of Russian railroads.


    *Themis was the ancient Greek goddess of law, justice, and order.

  


  1,001 PASSIONS, OR, A DREADFUL NIGHT


  (A Timid Imitation of Victor Hugo)


  THE TOWER clock struck midnight. I shuddered. The time had come. Convulsively, I grabbed Theodore’s hand and together we departed for the street. A sky as dark as typographer’s ink. It was as dark outside as it is inside a hat pulled down low. A dark night—like a day shut up in a nutshell. Cloaks wrapped tight, we set off, the wind gusting, chilling us to the bone. Rain and snow—those two sodden brothers—battered our faces with terrible force.


  Though it was winter, lightning was everywhere, furrowing the sky. Thunder, that terrible, that majestic companion of lightning, as lovely as blue eyes flashing, as fast as thought, horrifyingly jolted the air. Theodore’s ears glowed with electricity. The fires of St. Elmo crackled and flew overhead. I looked upward. I trembled. Who does not tremble before Nature’s grandeur? Several shiny meteors flew across the sky. I counted twenty-eight and pointed them out to Theodore.


  “A bad omen!” he muttered, turning as pale as Carrara marble.


  The wind groaned, howled, and wailed. The groaning of the wind—what is it but a conscience groaning under the weight of horrific crimes? Thunder leveled an eight-story building beside us, which burst into flames. I heard shrieks issuing from inside. Without stopping, we walked on. What was one burning building to me? Within my breast burned the fires of one hundred and fifty buildings! Somewhere out in the vast distance a bell tolled slowly, lugubriously, monotonously. The elements battled each other. Unseen forces strove to achieve a terrifying harmony of the elements. What are these forces? Will mankind ever know them?


  A timorous yet daring hope!


  We summoned a coachman. We climbed into the carriage and raced off. He is a brother of the wind, the coachman. As a daring thought races within the mysterious convolutions of the brain, so we raced. I thrust a purse full of gold into the coachman’s hand. The gold aided the whip, redoubling the speed of the horses’ legs.


  “Antonio, where are you taking me?” Theodore moaned. “You look like an evil demon. Hell glimmers in your dark eyes. I fear ...”


  Pathetic coward! I stayed silent. He loved her. She loved him passionately. And I must kill him because I loved her more than life. I loved her and I hated him. That dreadful night he would die. He would pay for his love with his life. Love and hatred seethed within me. They were my second existence. These two sisters, met together in a single vessel, these two spiritual vandals, wreak desolation.


  “Stop!” I told the coachman as the carriage rolled up to the destination. Theodore and I leapt out. The moon peered down coldly from behind the clouds. The moon—it is an impartial, silent witness of sweet moments of love and of revenge. Now it would witness the death of one of us. Before us lay an abyss, a bottomless pit, as bottomless as the barrel of Danaus’s criminal daughters.* We stood at the edge of a dead volcanic crater. Frightening legends were told about this volcano. My knee moved. Down plunged Theodore into the dreadful abyss! A volcano’s crater—it is the earth’s very maw.


  “Damnation!” he shouted in response to my own curses.


  A powerful man hurling his enemy into a volcano crater because of a woman’s beautiful eyes—it is a magnificent, grandiose, and edifying picture! The only thing missing was lava!


  The coachman. The coachman—so like a statue to ignorance erected by Fate itself. Away with the predictable! The coachman followed Theodore. I sensed that now only love remained in my breast. I fell facedown upon the earth and began to weep from the rapture of it all. Tears of rapture are the result of a divine reaction that occurs in the depths of a loving heart. The horses neighed merrily. How onerous it is not to be human! I freed them of their bestial miserable lives. I killed them. Death is both fetters and freedom from fetters.


  I went to the Hotel of the Violet Hippopotamus and drank five glasses of good wine.


  Three hours after wreaking my revenge, I was at the door of her apartment. The dagger, that friend of death, helped me make my way there over dead bodies. I strained my ears. She did not sleep. She was daydreaming. I listened. She was silent. The silence lasted almost four hours. Four hours for a man in love—it is like four-nineteenths of a century! Finally she called for her maid. The maid walked past me. I gazed at her demonically. She noticed me looking. Her wits left her. I killed her. Better to die than to live witless.


  “Annette,” she cried, “why is Theodore not here yet? Dread gnaws at my heart. I am gripped by a dark premonition. Oh, Annette! Go, bring him here. He is probably out carousing with that horrible godless Antonio! My god, who is it that I see? Antonio!”


  I went to her. She blanched ...


  “Go!” she cried. Terror distorted her noble, beautiful features.


  I gazed at her. The gaze is the sword of the soul. She staggered. Within my gaze she saw everything: Theodore’s death, demonic passion, myriad human desires. My pose—it was majesty itself. My eyes glimmered with electricity. My hair was stirring and standing on end. Before her she saw a demon within a mortal shell. I saw her feast her eyes. This silence of the tomb and mutual contemplation continued for about four hours. Then thunder rolled. She fell upon my chest. A man’s chest—it is a woman’s fortress. I clasped her in my embrace. Both of us cried out. Her bones cracked. A galvanic current ran through our bodies. A passionate kiss ...


  She fell in love with the demon within me. I wanted her to fall in love with the angel within me. “I am donating one and a half million franks to the poor!” I said. She fell in love with the angel within me. She wept. I wept. What tears they were! A month later, a solemn wedding ceremony took place at the church of Saints Titus and Hortense. I was marrying her. She was marrying me. The poor were blessing us. She begged me to forgive my enemies—those I had killed earlier. I forgave them. I left for America with my young wife. My loving young wife was an angel in the virginal forests of America, an angel before whom lions and tigers bowed low. I was a young tiger. Three years after our marriage, old Sam was fussing over our curly-haired little boy. The boy looked more like his mother than he did like me. That vexed me. Yesterday my second son was born—I was so happy, I hanged myself. My second boy reaches out his little hands to the readers, exhorting them not to listen to his papa. His papa had no children; his papa had no wife. His papa fears marriage like the plague. My boy doesn’t lie. He is an infant. Believe him. Infancy is a holy age. None of this ever happened ... Good night.


  
    *In the Greek myth, the daughters of King Danaus killed their husbands and were sentenced to fill a bottomless barrel in Hades for all of eternity.

  


  NOTES


  As source text for the stories, I have used the standard academic edition of Chekhov’s works, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii pisem (The Complete Collected Edition of Works and Letters) (Moscow: Nauka, 1973–1983) vols. 1–18, works; vols. 1–12, letters, the text versions indicated for The Prank. I prefer the Library of Congress system of transliteration as the most practical one available, and that is what I used to transliterate the Russian text when needed. I have made an exception for Russian names and attempted to use the versions most familiar to Anglophone readers.
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    1 See Ivan Bunin, About Chekhov: The Unfinished Symphony, edited and translated by Thomas Gaiton Marullo (Chicago: Northwestern University Press, 2007), 63. Olga Vasilieva, a young Russian who was translating Chekhov’s stories into English, asked him to which English journals she should submit these translation, and he responded: “I am of so little interest to the English public that I don’t care in the least”; see Donald Rayfield, Anton Chekhov: A Life (London: HarperCollins, 1997), 513.


    2 Chekhov wrote sketches, stories, and plays as a teenager and managed to publish at least two short sketches with his brother Alexander’s help in 1879, but it was only in 1880 that he began to write and publish as a way of making a living.


    3 Bunin, About Chekhov, 38.


    4 Cited by Chekhov’s colleague and friend A.V. Amfiteatrov in “Anton Chekhov i A.S. Suvorin: Otvetnye mysli,” Novoe russkoe slovo (July 2, 1914).


    5 Anton Chekov to V.V. Bilibin, letter of January 18, 1895, in A.P. Chekhov, Perepiska (Moscow: Nasledie, 1996), vol. I: 243.


    6 Although it is often claimed that Chekhov cared more about making money with the early stories than anything else, literary recognition was clearly important to him. He downplayed his literary ambitions, but he was keenly interested in all signs of attention to his work. In the letters to his brother Alexander of 1883, Anton was writing with some satisfaction that he was “becoming better known and had already read critical reviews [of his work]” and that his “stories are not sordid and, it is said, better than others in form and substance, and [some] consider [him] to be among the very best humorist—even the very best, and [his] stories are being recited at literary evenings ... let’s wait and see [what happens next]”; see Alexander and Anton Chekhov, Perepiska. Vospominania (Moscow: Zakharov, 2012), 326, 342.


    7 Older than Anton by two years, Nikolay was a promising artist, now chiefly remembered for his much reproduced portrait of the young handsome Anton in profile, unruly locks of hair falling on his forehead. Nikolay’s drawings featured fine flowing lines and dramatic compositions; what is more important, they were funny and memorable: He had a gift for caricature, for including telling—sometimes daring—detail, and for capturing likeness. Despite all of Nikolay’s talent and early promise, he would become a nonfunctioning alcoholic and die of tuberculosis five years before Anton.


    8 K.P. Pobedonostsev, Pis'ma K.P. Pobedonostseva k Aleksandru III (Moscow: Novaia Moskva, 1924–1926), vol. 1: 367.


    9 N.A. Leikin, N.A. Leikin v ego vospominaniiakh I perepiske (St. Petersburg: T-vo R. Golike and A. Vid'borg, 1907), 240–41.


    10 Ibid., 100.


    11 Anton Chekhov to N.A. Leikin, letter of April 1, 1885, Perepiska, vol. I: 170.


    12 A description of Oriental Suites is found in K.A. Korovin, “Iz moikh vstrech’s. A.P. Chekhovym,” in A.P. Chekhov v vospominaniakh sovremennikov (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literature, 1986), 26–27.


    13 Ibid., 20.


    14 Gilbert Phelps, The Russian Novel in English Fiction (London: Hutchinson’s University Library, 1956), 187.


    15 Peter Constantine has brought out several collections of lively translations of the early stories, starting with The Undiscovered Chekhov (New York: Seven Stories Press, 1998).


    16 Anton Chekhov to Olga Knipper-Chekhova, letter of April 20, 1904, Correspondence of A.P. Chekhov and O.L. Knipper (Perepiska A.P. Chekhova i O.L. Knipper) (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 2004) vol. 2: 1024.

  


  ARTISTS’ WIVES


  The story was first published on December 7, 1880, in the St. Petersburg daily paper Minute (Minuta), which billed itself as “a political and literary gazette,” under the pseudonym “Don Antonio Chekhonte.” It is sometimes assumed that the story is a parody of Alphonse Daudet’s Les Femmes d’Artistes (1874), but it obviously has more to do with the bohemian lives of Russian artists, writers, and musicians, which Chekhov witnessed firsthand. The original title was “A Portuguese Legend in the Russian Manner About Artists’ Wives.” There are many private and not-so-private jokes; for example, the title of Zinzaga’s awful novel The Sleepwalker Upon the Seas echoes the title of a long story by Alexander Chekhov (Anton’s older brother), “The Sleepwalker,” published in The Alarm Clock in 1881. Chekhov reworked the story twice: the first time, for publication in The Alarm Clock Anthology (Almanakh Budil'nika) in 1882—this version, with minor stylistic changes, was also included in The Prank; the second time, for publication in Tales of Melpomene in 1884. Chekhov’s changes were mostly stylistic in nature, but some were obviously meant to avoid problems with the censors. Thus, Amaranta’s exclamation at finding out that Alfonso’s poem would not be published was changed from “Oh those censors! Since I became your wife, I’ve hated censors with all my heart!” to the less incendiary “Since I became your wife, I’ve hated editors with all my heart!”


  PAPA


  The story was first published on June 29, 1880, in The Dragonfly (Strekoza), a weekly journal of the arts and humor that was published in St. Petersburg, and signed “An. Ch.” Chekhov edited the story for The Prank by introducing minor stylistic changes, by adding the episode of the attempted bribe, and by getting rid of the conclusion, which satirized all too clearly the corruption of Russian society of the time: “He succeeded. Others will follow this example.” The math teacher and his wife are probably based on Chekhov’s own teacher V.D. Starov and his free-spending wife, Ariadna, back in Taganrog, where Chekhov spent his childhood and early youth. Interestingly, Chekhov himself had to repeat grade three mathematics after failing it.


  ST. PETER’S DAY


  The story was first published on June 29, 1881, in The Alarm Clock and signed “Antosha Chekhonte.” The original title of the story was “June Twenty-ninth (A Joke) (Dedicated with pleasure to those hunters who don’t shoot well and those who don’t know how to shoot).” When Chekhov edited the story for The Prank, he changed the title and got rid of some minor stylistic glitches.


  CHASE TWO RABBITS, CATCH NONE


  The story first appeared on May 11, 1880, in The Dragonfly with the subtitle “A Novel in One Chapter, Without a Prologue or an Epilogue,” and was signed “Chekhonte.” Editorial changes made by Chekhov for The Prank were minor. The proverb had a very personal meaning for Chekhov, who saw himself as chasing after the two rabbits, as it were, of medicine and writing; as he wrote to Dmitry Grigorovich, “that proverb about the two rabbits drove me to the point of insomnia” (letter of March 28, 1886, in A.P. Chekhov, Perepiska [Moscow: Nasledie, 1996], vol. 1: 292).


  A CONFESSION, OR, OLYA, ZHENYA, ZOYA


  The story was first published on March 20, 1882, in The Alarm Clock and was not signed. The changes made for the book were minor and mostly stylistic. Chekhov gave a name to the “narrator” of the story (Makar Baldastov) and added a new subtitle (“A Letter”).


  A SINNER FROM TOLEDO


  The story was first published on December 23, 1881, in The Spectator (Zritel'), an illustrated literary, arts, and humor journal published in Moscow, and signed “Antosha Ch.” The changes made for the book version included an omission of the following important passages: “[in his book, Augustine] boasted of his love for Christ. ‘But is it possible,’ Maria had thought many times, ‘for one to love Christ if one does not love man?’”; and “His [Spalanzo’s] father taught him to mock the teachings about the ‘succubi and incubi.’”


  THE TEMPERAMENTS


  The story was first published on September 17, 1881, in the journal The Spectator and signed “Antosha Ch***.” Chekhov edited the story for The Prank by making minor stylistic changes and deleting two segments of text satirizing the ultraconservative newspaper Moscow News (Moskovskie vedomosti) and its editor, M.N. Katkov (1818–1887). Thus, this sentence describing a male with a melancholic temperament was deleted: “He was once a reader of Moscow News but stopped being one when he realized that reading it resulted in a feeling of heaviness in the pit of his stomach, heart palpitations, and blurred vision.” So was this entire segment that was a satire on Katkov himself:


  
    Choleric-Melancholic Temperament in a Male


    The choleric-melancholic male was sanguine in his youth. But then a black cat crossed his path, the devil gave him a whack on the back of his head, and he became choleric-melancholic. (I have in mind here the ultra-famous and ultra-immortal neighbor of The Spectator’s editorial office.) Ninety-nine percent of Slavophiles are choleric-melancholics. A choleric-melancholic is an unappreciated poet, an unappreciated pater patriae, an unappreciated Jupiter and Demosthenes, and so forth. He is a cuckolded husband. Generally speaking, he is anyone who is all bark and no bite.

  


  FLYING ISLANDS BY JULES VERNE


  The story was supposed to have been published in The Prank. When the book was killed by the censors, Chekhov submitted the story to Splinters (Oskolki), a St. Petersburg humorous weekly magazine whose editor, Nikolay Leikin, considered it too long for his journal. Chekhov then published it (along with Nikolay Chekhov’s illustrations) in The Alarm Clock on May 21, 1883, signed “A. Chekhonte.” Early air travel was all the rage in the 1880s in Russia; “aeronauts” drew crowds and reporters (in 1882, for instance, Chekhov’s colleague and friend Vladimir Gilyarovsky had to report on a flight of one Aeronaut Berg in a balloon).


  BEFORE THE WEDDING


  The story was first published on October 12, 1880, in The Dragonfly and signed “Antosha Chekhonte.” When editing the story for the book, Chekhov deleted the subtitle (“Dedicated to the One I Love”) and the entire first paragraph satirizing the wedding season (in nineteenth-century Russia, most weddings took place in the fall):


  
    Last Thursday fall had officially begun, and with it, the great wedding season. The fair sex is on the prowl. Men keep getting caught in the fateful web. Oh, that web! Laciate ogni speranza [“abandon all hope”—an ironic reference to the opening of Dante’s Hell] all who get caught in it! We men are a miserable bunch. In the spring, we spend a small fortune answering Nature’s call; in the summer, we’re hot; in the fall, we’re married off; in the winter, we’re cold. It’s terrible! For the female sex, fall is a great season. Balls, dinners, suppers ... Hearts beat with more gusto, cheeks glow brighter, womanly patience reaches its peak and usually runs out; the luckier Miss becomes a Mrs. Then again, not all men have a rotten time in the fall. Certain men who have never worn even a cheap fur coat all their lives, who begin to shiver and whose teeth begin to chatter even at the thought of winter, all of a sudden—due to a successful move made on the water or on land, under the moonlight or under the ceiling—receive eternal summer together with a spouse. (For what could be warmer, dear sirs, than a good dowry?) Whatever the case, I really like the fall. It’s both scary and pleasant. Because of all this, I have an insurmountable desire and need to praise the wedding season, and so, attention please!

  


  The paragraph was probably deleted by Chekhov because of a family scandal. Anton and his brother Nikolay attended the wedding of their cousin in Taganrog in the summer of 1881, only to caricature it that fall in a full-page spread in The Spectator titled “The Wedding Season.” (Nikolay provided the illustrations—the characters he drew resembled the Taganrog crowd; Anton wrote funny but insulting captions.) The offended Taganrog relatives complained of ingratitude. Anton did not return to Taganrog for six years. The opening paragraph of “Before the Wedding” would have been perceived as an additional insult and so was sensibly removed as he was editing the story for the book.


  A LETTER TO A LEARNED NEIGHBOR


  This story was first published on March 9, 1880, in The Dragonfly and signed “ ...v.” Chekhov and his family considered this story his first publication (although he had published various humorous snippets through his brother Alexander even earlier). The editor of The Dragonfly informed Chekhov in the journal’s correspondence section that the story is “not bad at all,” that it will be published, and that he is invited to contribute more stories (Polnoe sobranie, letters vol. 1:558). According to Mikhail Chekhov (Chekhov’s youngest brother and biographer), the story represents a recorded version of the humorous skit that Chekhov would put on whenever they had guests, where he would pretend to be a third-rate professor giving a public lecture about his “discoveries.” Mikhail also wrote that the letter was a stylistic parody of a letter sent by his grandfather to his father, Pavel Egorovich. A number of changes were made to the story when Chekhov was preparing it for the book. The original title was changed from “A Letter of the Don Landowner Stepan Vladimirovich N. to His Learned Neighbor, Dr. Friedrich.” Many of the changes were aimed at ridding the story of all religious elements, thus the visitor who rails against science was changed from a priest, “Father Gerasim,” to the neutral “Gerasimov”; the day when the sun shimmers was changed from “on the day of holy Easter” to “once a year.” Finally, the closing line was cut (“My wife doesn’t like Germans, but I told her that your name is Maxim and that you are a Russian citizen”) and the signature changed from “Stepan, Vladimir’s son” to “Vasily Semi-Bulatov.”


  IN THE TRAIN CAR


  This story was first published in October 1881 in The Spectator, issue number 9, and signed “Antosha Ch.” Chekhov introduced a number of changes when editing it for the book. Among other things, he changed the title (the original title was “An Excerpt from a Travel Journal”); eliminated the opening sentence, “The very best of Polyakov’s railways”; omitted a listing of the narrator’s many sins (“Last year, I stole my friend’s wife ... Because I am a fool, I write to the newspaper editors ... I hate my mother-in-law. Forgive me, o mother-in-law! More than once have I longed for your death, more than once have I put burnt cork into your coffee”); and removed the farcical incident when the peasant attempts to get his horse into the train car. He also changed the passenger who is complaining about scientists’ inability to figure out how to unscrew our legs and then to screw them back on from a deacon to a peasant.


  Chekhov’s story, with its ominous atmosphere (including a tourist guidebook, according to which the train is heading to a place known as Common Grave) and its nervous narrator who is clearly frightened by train travel, eerily prefigures a horrifying train accident known as the Kukuevka train catastrophe of June 1882, when many passengers were buried alive in a train derailment (Turgenev’s young nephew was among the dead). Chekhov’s friend and colleague, the journalist and writer Vladimir Giliarovsky, managed to cover the disaster, despite the efforts of the authorities to keep the whole thing secret (eventually, there was a ban on writing about the accident). Had The Prank been published, Chekhov’s story would have been read as a reminder of the Kukuevka derailment.


  1,001 PASSIONS, OR, A DREADFUL NIGHT


  The story first appeared on July 27, 1880, in The Dragonfly and was signed “Antosha Ch.” The extent of the changes made by Chekhov as he was editing the story for The Prank is unclear. It is known, however, that Chekhov deleted the original subtitle (“Novel in One Chapter with an Epilogue”) and the mock dedication (“Dedicated to Victor Hugo”) and added the new subtitle “A Timid Imitation of Victor Hugo.” The other change made by Chekhov was in keeping with his general trend of editing out the religious content in the stories as much as possible: in the original publication, the bell tower was called the Tower of the One-Hundred-and-Forty-Six Holy Martyrs; in the edited version, it became simply “the tower.” Chekhov is parodying not only Hugo’s gothic themes and staccato style but also the Russian “horror novels” popular with the readers of the time.
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