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  MASTER AND MAN AND OTHER STORIES


  COUNT LEO TOLSTOY was born in 1828 at Yasnaya Polyana in central Russia, and educated privately. He studied Oriental languages and law (unsuccessfully) at the University of Kazan, then led a life of dissipation until 1851, when he joined an artillery regiment in the Caucasus. He took part in the Crimean War, and on the basis of this experience wrote Stories of Sevastopol (1855–6), which confirmed his tenuous reputation as a writer. After a period in St Petersburg and abroad, where he studied educational methods for use in his school for peasant children at Yasnaya Polyana, he married Sofya (Sonya) Behrs in 1862. The next fifteen years was a period of great happiness. The couple had thirteen children; Tolstoy managed his estates, one in the Volga steppe-land, continued his educational projects, cared for his peasants and wrote War and Peace (1869) and Anna Karenina (1877). A Confession (1879–81) marked a spiritual crisis in his life; he became an extreme moralist and in a series of pamphlets after 1880 expressed his rejection of state and church, indictment of the weaknesses of the flesh and denunciation of private property. His last novel, Resurrection (1899), was written to earn money for the pacifist Dukhobor sect. His teaching earned him many followers at home and abroad, but also much opposition, and in 1901 he was excommunicated by the Russian Orthodox Church. He died in 1910, in the course of a dramatic flight from home, at the small railway station of Astapovo.
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  Chronology


  1724 Pyotr Tolstoy (great-great-great grandfather) given hereditary title of Count by Tsar Peter the Great


  1821 Death of Prince Nikolay Volkonsky, Tolstoy's grandfather, at Yasnaya Polyana, Tula Province, 130 miles southwest of Moscow


  1822 Marriage of Count Nikolay Tolstoy and Princess Marya Volkonskaya


  1828 28 August (Old Style). Birth of fourth son, Leo Nikolayevich Tolstoy, at Yasnaya Polyana


  1830 Death of mother


  1832 The eldest, Nikolay, informs his brothers that the secret of earthly happiness is inscribed on a green stick, buried at Yasnaya Polyana (Tolstoy later buried there)


  1836 Nikolay Gogol's The Government Inspector


  1837 Death of Alexandr Pushkin in duel

  Death of father


  1840 Mikhail Lermontov's A Hero of Our Time


  1841 Death of Lermontov in duel Death of first guardian Alexandra Osten-Saken, an aunt. The Tolstoy children move to Kazan to live with another aunt, Pelageya Yushkova


  1842 Gogol's Dead Souls


  1844 Enters Kazan University, reads Oriental languages


  1845 Transfers to Law after failing examinations. Dissolute life-style: drinking, visits to prostitutes


  1846 Fyodor Dostoyevsky's ‘Poor Folk’


  1847 Inherits estate of Yasnaya Polyana. Recovering from gonorrhoea, draws up scheme for self-perfection. Leaves university without completing studies ‘on grounds of ill health and domestic circumstances’


  1848–50 In Moscow and St Petersburg, debauchery and gambling, large debts. Studies music


  1850 Ivan Turgenev's A Month in the Country


  1851 Travels to the Caucasus with Nikolay, who is serving in the army there. Reads Laurence Sterne: starts translating his Sentimental Journey (not completed). Writes ‘A History of Yesterday’ (unfinished, first evidence of his powers of psychological analysis). Begins writing Childhood


  1852 Death of Gogol. Turgenev's Sketches from a Hunter's Album Enters the army as a cadet (Junker); based mainly in the Cossack station of Starogladkovskaya. Sees action against the Chechens, and narrowly escapes capture Childhood


  1853 Turkey declares war on Russia ‘The Raid’


  1854 France and England declare war on Russia. Crimean War starts Commissioned, serves on Danube front. November: transferred at own request to Sevastopol, then under siege by allied forces Boyhood


  1855 Death of Nicholas I; accession of Alexander II In action until the fall of Sevastopol in August. Gains celebrity with ‘Sevastopol in December’ and further sketches, ‘Sevastopol in May’, ‘Sevastopol in August 1855’ (1856), ‘Memoirs of a Billiard Marker’, ‘The Woodfelling’


  1856 Peace signed between Russia, Turkey, France and England Turgenev's Rudin In St Petersburg, moves in literary circles; associates with Turgenev, Ivan Goncharov, Nikolay Nekrasov, Afanasy Fet and others. Leaves the army. Death of brother Dmitry ‘The Snowstorm’, ‘Two Hussars’, ‘A Landowner's Morning’


  1857 February–August. First trip abroad, to Paris (lasting impression of witnessing an execution by guillotine), Geneva and Baden-Baden Youth, ‘Lucerne’


  1858 Long-term relationship with peasant woman on estate, Aksinya Bazykina, begins ‘Albert’


  1859 Goncharov's Oblomov; Turgenev's The Home of the Gentry Founds primary school at Yasnaya Polyana ‘Three Deaths’, Family Happiness


  1860 Death of his brother Nikolay from tuberculosis Dostoyevsky's Notes from the House of the Dead (1860–61). Turgenev's On the Eve


  1860–61 Emancipation of serfs (1861). Other reforms follow: Elective District Councils (zemstvos) set up (1864); judicial reform (1865). Formation of revolutionary Land and Liberty movement. Commencement of intensive industrialization; spread of railways Serves as Arbiter of the Peace, dealing with post-Emancipation land settlements. Quarrels with Turgenev and challenges him (no duel). Travels in France, Germany, Italy and England. Loses great deal of money through gambling. Meets Proudhon in Brussels


  1862 Turgenev's Fathers and Sons Starts a magazine at Yasnaya Polyana on education for the peasants; abandoned after less than a year. Police raid on Yasnaya Polyana. Considers emigrating to England and writes protest to the Tsar. Marries Sofya Andreyevna Behrs (b. 1844)


  1863 Polish rebellion Birth of first child, Sergey (Tolstoy and his wife were to have thirteen children – nine boys and four girls – of which five die in childhood). Begins work on a novel ‘The Decembrists’, which was later abandoned, but developed into War and Peace ‘Polikushka’, The Cossacks


  1865 Nikolay Leskov's ‘Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk’ First part of War and Peace (titled 1805)


  1866 Attempted assassination of Tsar Alexander II Dostoyevsky's Crime and Punishment


  1867 Turgenev's Smoke Visits Borodino in search of material for battle scene in War and Peace


  1868 Dostoyevsky's The Idiot


  1869 Publication of War and Peace completed


  1870–71 Franco-Prussian War. Municipal Government reform Dostoyevsky's Devils Studies ancient Greek. Illness; convalesces in Samara (Bashkiriya). Begins work on primer for children. First mention of Anna Karenina. Reads Arthur Schopenhauer and other philosophers. Starts work on novel about Peter the Great (later abandoned)


  1872 ‘God Sees the Truth But Waits’, ‘A Prisoner of the Caucasus’


  1873 Begins Anna Karenina. Raises funds during famine in Bashkiriya, where he has bought an estate. Growing obsession with problems of death and religion; temptation to commit suicide


  1874 Much occupied with educational theory


  1875 Beginning of active revolutionary movement 1875–7 Instalments of Anna Karenina published


  1877 Turgenev's Virgin Soil Journal publication of Anna Karenina completed (published in book form in 1878)


  1877–8 Russo-Turkish War


  1878 Reconciliation with Turgenev, who visits him at Yasnaya Polyana. Works on ‘The Decembrists’ and again abandons it. Works on Confession (completed 1882, but banned by the religious censor and published in Geneva in 1884)


  1879 Dostoyevsky's The Brothers Karamazov


  1880 Works on A Critique of Dogmatic Theology


  1881 Assassination of Tsar Alexander II. With accession of Alexander III, the government returns to reactionary policies Death of Dostoyevsky Writes to Tsar Alexander III asking him to pardon his father's assassins


  1882 Student riots in St Petersburg and Kazan Universities. Jewish pogroms and repressive measures against minorities Religious works, including new translation of the Gospels. Begins ‘The Death of Ivan Ilyich’ and What Then Must We Do?. Studies Hebrew


  1883 Deathbed letter from Turgenev urging Tolstoy not to abandon his art


  1884 Family relations strained, first attempt to leave home. ‘What I Believe’ banned. Collected works published by his wife


  1885 Tension with his wife over new beliefs. Works closely with Vladimir Chertkov, with whom (and others) he founds a publishing house, The Intermediary, to produce edifying literature for the common folk. Many popular stories written 1885–6, including ‘What Men Live By’, ‘Where Love Is, God Is’, ‘Strider’


  1886 Walks from Moscow to Yasnaya Polyana in five days. Works on land during the summer. Denounced as a heretic by Archbishop of Kherson ‘The Death of Ivan Ilyich’, ‘How Much Land Does a Man Need?’, What Then Must We Do?


  1887 Meets Leskov ‘On Life’


  1888 Chekhov's The Steppe Renounces meat, alcohol and tobacco. Growing friction between his wife and Chertkov. The Power of Darkness, banned in 1886, performed in Paris


  1889 Finishes ‘Kreutzer Sonata’. Begins Resurrection (works on it for ten years)


  1890 ‘Kreutzer Sonata’ banned, though on appeal by his wife to the Tsar publication was permitted in Collected Works


  1891 Convinced that personal profits from writing are immoral, renounces copyright on all works published after 1881 and all future works. His family thus suffers financially, though his wife retains copyright in all the earlier works. Helps to organize famine relief in Ryazan Province. Attacks smoking and alcohol in ‘Why Do Men Stupefy Themselves?’


  1892 Organizes famine relief. The Fruits of Enlightenment (published 1891) produced in Maly Theatre, Moscow


  1893 Finishes ‘The Kingdom of God Is Within You’


  1894 Accession of Tsar Nicholas II. Strikes in St Petersburg Writes preface to Maupassant collection of stories. Criticizes Crime and Punishment


  1895 Meets Chekhov. The Power of Darkness produced in Maly Theatre, Moscow ‘Master and Man’


  1896 Chekhov's The Seagull Sees production of Hamlet and King Lear at Hermitage Theatre, severely critical of Shakespeare


  1897 Appeals to authorities on behalf of Dukhobors, a pacifist religious sect, to whom permission is granted to emigrate to Canada What is Art?


  1898 Formation of Social Democratic Party. Dreyfus Affair in France Works for famine relief


  1899 Widespread student riots Serial publication of Resurrection (in book form in 1900)


  1900 Meets Maxim Gorky, whom he calls a ‘real man of the people’


  1901 Foundation of Socialist Revolutionary Party Excommunicated from Orthodox Church for writing works ‘repugnant to Christ and the Church’. Seriously ill, convalesces in Crimea; visitors include Chekhov and Gorky


  1902 Finishes ‘What is Religion?’. Writes to Tsar Nicholas II on evils of autocracy and ownership of property


  1903 Protests against Jewish pogroms in Kishinev ‘After the Ball’


  1904 Russo-Japanese War. Russian fleet destroyed in Tsushima Straits. Assassination of V. K. Plehve, Minister of the Interior Death of Chekhov Death of second-eldest brother Sergey. Pamphlet on Russo-Japanese war published in England ‘Shakespeare and the Drama’


  1905 Attempted revolution in Russia (attacks all sides involved). Potemkin mutiny. S. Y. Witte becomes Prime Minister Anarchical publicist pamphlets Introduction to Chekhov's ‘Darling’


  1908 Tolstoy's secretary N. N. Gusev exiled ‘I Cannot Be Silent’, a protest against capital punishment


  1909 Increased animosity between his wife and Chertkov, she threatens suicide


  1910 Corresponds with Mahatma Gandhi concerning the doctrine of non-violent resistance to evil. His wife threatens suicide; demands all Tolstoy's diaries for past ten years, but Tolstoy puts them in bank vault. Final breakdown of relationship with her. 28 October: leaves home. 7 November: dies at Astapovo railway station. Buried at Yasnaya Polyana


  1911 ‘The Devil, ‘Father Sergius’, Hadji Murat, ‘The Forged Coupon’


  Introduction


  Most readers think of Tolstoy primarily as the author of oversize novels, especially War and Peace and Anna Karenina, which established and to this day have sustained their author's reputation as one of the world's supreme masters of prose fiction. However, Tolstoy also excelled at the shorter forms of narrative art, ten examples of which are presented in this volume in fine translations by Ronald Wilks and Paul Foote. These stories provide excellent illustrations of the development over five decades of an astounding natural talent, not so much of its improvement – for the artistic quality of Tolstoy's output was exceptionally high from the very beginning – but of the author's increasing insistence that his art must serve an active moral purpose. He aimed to make people better.


  Tolstoy's career as a writer of fiction dates from the 1850s. The segments of his quasi-autobiographical trilogy, Childhood (1852), Boyhood (1854) and Youth (1857), were interspersed with stories and sketches derived from his military experiences, first in the Caucasus, fighting to impose Russian rule over indigenous Muslim peoples there, and later in the Crimea, against Britain and France. When the war ended in 1855 and Tolstoy appeared in St Petersburg in his officer's uniform, he was feted both as a military hero and as a budding literary talent.


  The late 1850s were an exciting time, both for Tolstoy and for the country. The Russian defeat in the war and the accession of Alexander II (1855–81) marked the beginning of the era of ‘great reforms’, the greatest of which was the commitment of the new tsar, finally carried out in 1861, to emancipate the millions of peasant serfs who until then had been the property of such gentlemen as Count Tolstoy. The world of literature was beginning to diversify, dividing between a largely plebeian ‘left’ that sought to use literature as a vehicle of social criticism, and a largely aristocratic ‘right’ that revered art as a manifestation of mankind's eternal striving for the sublime. Tolstoy sided with his fellow aristocrats, but with a difference. Tolstoy was never an aesthete; for him literature was never ‘pure art’. It always had a moral dimension and the writer a moral responsibility to teach as well as to entertain.


  The first story, ‘Two Hussars’, belongs to this youthful, upbeat period in Tolstoy's career. As the title suggests, it presents a contrast of two male characters, seemingly very similar – not only the same military status and social standing but genetically linked as father and son. Yet they turn out to be psychologically at opposite poles.


  The father is an extreme, outré version of an ultra-aristocratic type, a dashing daredevil, grandly indifferent to money, charming, a superb dancer and an immensely successful ladies' man. He is believed to be modelled on a distant relative of the author's, known as ‘Tolstoy the American’ because while on a round-the-world expedition he was for misconduct put ashore in the Aleutian Islands. In his boyhood Leo Tolstoy had seen this flamboyant, if somewhat disreputable namesake, who had visited his father. Later he concluded, doubtless through introspection, that they shared a common ‘Tolstoy’ trait, a wild, unbridled nature. Leo Tolstoy had certainly exhibited such a nature in his youth, with much reckless gambling, fighting, and promiscuity, but in his later years he did succeed, with much effort, in keeping his under better control.


  In the story the narrator observes that Turbin père, like his prototype, belonged to a species from the last century which displayed ‘wild, passionate, and, frankly speaking, dissipated urges’. But in spite of this mild disclaimer, it is clear that the author is all on the side of this character, exulting in his exuberance, generosity and inexhaustible vitality. A titled aristocrat, Turbin is accustomed to compelling the world to gratify his every impulse. Resistance is not tolerated, met in the case of inferiors with blows and of equals with insults or challenges to duels. Money is treated as capriciously as people, large sums being won or lost at cards or thrown to gypsies. With one tremendous blow he retrieves from a cardsharp the government money a youthful comrade had recklessly lost. A final grand gesture is his impulsive return to town to plant a farewell kiss on the lips of the overwhelmed ‘little widow’, whom the evening before he had added to what must be a long list of his conquests.


  The son, on the other hand, represents all that Tolstoy disliked about his own time, with its increasing embourgeoisement of Russian society. Even the titled aristocrat has developed characteristically ugly, middle-class traits: pettiness, niggling selfishness, avarice, smallness of soul. Turbin fils does not respect the poetic beauty of Liza, an early version of the classic Tolstoy heroine, ideally feminine, a provincial maiden uncontaminated by the vanities of St Petersburg. We are given a lyric nocturnal view of Liza gazing from her window at the beauties of nature, yet Turbin fils sees only an opportunity for a vulgar seduction. Succulent ‘little widows’ are one thing, but pure maidens are quite another, and we are pleased that this ignoble nocturnal adventure comes to nothing.


  Clearly this generational contrast was a major theme for Tolstoy. Seven years later he would begin a great historical novel set back in the time of Turbin père, a time when the Russian gentry, not yet contaminated by demeaning bourgeois tendencies, were still firmly in the saddle and led the country to a glorious victory over the French invaders. By contrast, the era of the 1850s, when ‘Two Hussars’ was written, is condemned wholesale in the story's extraordinary first paragraph (all one sentence!) as a time of such absurdities as ‘disenchanted young men with monocles or liberal-minded women philosophers’. Tolstoy was far from comfortable in the era of the great reforms.


  Though it was not published until much later, the second story, ‘Strider’, belongs in its genesis to the same pre-War and Peace period as ‘Two Hussars’. Basically written between 1861 and 1863, it lay unfinished until 1885, when Tolstoy's wife persuaded him to put the finishing touches to it. He did so, adding some moralizing ingredients that better fit his latter-day imperatives.


  ‘Strider’ exhibits vividly what became a favourite, almost patented device of Tolstoy's art, aptly labelled ‘defamiliariz-ation’ (ostraneniye) by the Formalist critic Viktor Shklovsky. Perhaps following in the hoofsteps of Swift's Houyhnhnms, Tolstoy presents his tale – or at least most of it – from the perspective of a horse, which compels the reader to see human beings and their behaviour in new ways. In relation to people the horse is the victim par excellence, its feelings rarely taken into account by its human masters. As a result, the horse's narrative is one of successive disappointments and calamities. His first misfortune was to be born piebald, a coloration that in prejudiced human eyes rendered him unfit to be a racer. The second man-inflicted catastrophe was the cruel operation that turned a stallion into a gelding and put an end forever to Strider's love life.


  The poignancy of Strider's life story is enhanced by the fact that it is related retrospectively in old age, a state, the gelding observes, especially bleak for horses. Yet apart from ageing, the decline in Strider's fortunes is caused mainly by his being repeatedly sold by one owner to another, a decline especially ironic because the horse cannot understand the meaning of the word ‘property’, a concept he is amazed to find that people even apply to one another (the action takes place in the age of serfdom).


  The fate of the horse, however, is not in itself the main focus of the story; it is rather the ironic contrast between equine and human life. The horse's perspective enables us to see vividly the decline, parallel to Strider's own, of his favourite owner, Prince Nikita Serpukhovskoy, a figure who embodies some of the traits of Turbin père, though in a far less attractive form. Here again is the born blueblood, for whom all roads seem paved with gold. Years later the now decrepit gelding recognizes his erstwhile master in an equally decrepit ‘flabby old man’. Strider even neighs in greeting, but gets no response.


  At this point, to complete the story of Prince Serpukhovskoy Tolstoy is obliged to abandon the equine perspective and take us inside the house, where Strider's new and old masters converse. We learn that the prince has come far down in the world. He has squandered his vast wealth. He drinks and smokes (always a bad sign in Tolstoy). Clearly his future is dark.


  In the final chapter the equation between man and beast is made complete: both face the awful inevitability of death. The final chapter of ‘Strider’ was added in 1885, reflecting Tolstoy's increased obsession with mortality. Again the horse proves superior to the man. For Strider death is good, a welcome release from pain and weariness: ‘the whole burden of his life was lightened’. His remains will be rendered into useful products. The prince, however, burdens the world for another twenty years. When he finally dies, unlike the horse's, ‘neither his skin, flesh or bones were of use to anyone’. Nevertheless, his stinking corpse is taken to Moscow, dressed in a fine uniform, and then ‘that rotting, worm-ridden body’ is at last committed to the earth. The Tolstoy of 1885 obviously took satisfaction in not sparing his readers such images of what awaits us all.


  Our collection now jumps past War and Peace to the early 1870s. Before launching the major project of Anna Karenina, Tolstoy passed through a period of alienation, renouncing big novels addressed to an educated elite. War and Peace, he now declared, was ‘verbose rubbish’. Instead, he devoted himself for several years to compiling a comprehensive primer for children, with texts for reading designed to arouse their interest and also instruct them about life. Most of these readings were very short, one or two pages only, but a few were substantial enough to be worth publishing also in adult media. Such was the case with ‘God Sees the Truth But Waits’.


  The story is an expanded version of a fable related in the closing pages of War and Peace by the peasant philosopher Platon (‘Plato’) Karatayev. In the Karatayev version the fable is stripped to its basic moral nucleus. Condemned unjustly for a murder he did not commit, a nameless old man years later encounters by chance in Siberia the man who did commit the crime. The culprit is overcome with remorse, begs the old man's forgiveness and confesses his guilt to the authorities. However, by the time the confession has made its way through the bureaucracy to effect the old man's release, death has already claimed him.


  In the expanded, 1872 version the narrator is not the peasant Karatayev, but the author Tolstoy, and he follows the usual conventions of realistic nineteenth-century fiction, not those of a folk fable. The narrative is enriched with ‘realistic’ details about the early life of the hero, now named Aksyonov, his character, his wife. The encounter in Siberia is also greatly extended. Aksyonov forgives the murderer, Semyonov, only after a prolonged inner struggle. A whole new episode is added: Semyonov's attempt, observed by Aksyonov, to escape by digging a tunnel.


  Unfortunately, despite this welcome fleshing out, the expansion of the Aksyonov story is not accomplished without some serious narrative flaws, surprising from Tolstoy's practised hand. Though Aksyonov is understandably shaken to discover that his wife would even consider the possibility that he might have done the evil deed, it hardly seems plausible that she would never have written to him at all during his twenty-six years of incarceration. But Tolstoy needs to subject his hero to stark isolation, showing Aksyonov alone with his God, as ultimately we all must be. Similarly, Tolstoy also needs the scene where Aksyonov must make an absolute moral choice. When the prison Governor questions him about the tunnel, Aksyonov has a perfect opportunity to take revenge on Semyonov by denouncing him. Instead, he denies any knowledge of the matter. This act of forgiveness has such a powerful effect on Semyonov that he confesses to the murder for which Aksyonov had been convicted. All very moving, but it remains unclear why the soldiers who caught Semyonov scattering earth on the ground had not already reported him to their superiors.


  Despite such inconsistencies, the story makes a powerful if bleak impression, perhaps not so much of the potency of Christian forgiveness as of the utter futility of seeking justice here on earth, especially from the corrupt human institutions mendaciously called ‘ministries of justice’. God doubtless sees the truth, but clearly He waits to right the moral balance until another life than this one.


  Almost at the same time as ‘God Sees the Truth But Waits’, Tolstoy composed another story for the children's reader, ‘A Prisoner of the Caucasus’, a work especially interesting from a literary point of view. In this tale Tolstoy undertook systematically to strip his style of all superfluous artifice, to write in a consciously ‘unliterary’ mode, using language that would be familiar and accessible to undereducated readers and children. He even claimed that he planned in the future to write in this way for grown-ups as well, since it was a language in which one simply could not write ‘inflated rubbish’. Yet in Tolstoy's hands this ‘inartistic’ story turned out to be a superb example of narrative art.


  The title of this ‘unliterary’ story was in fact literary in the extreme: a replay of the title of a narrative poem by Pushkin, familiar from childhood to every literate Russian. Pushkin's poem (1821) had been the poet's first, not entirely serious, experiment with Byronic Romanticism, where the Caucasus replaces Byron's Near East as the locale where an overcivilized European confronts unspoiled native exoticism. Pushkin gives the confrontation added lustre by sexualizing it, a captive Russian officer being loved by a Circassian girl, who commits suicide when the Russian escapes from captivity and abandons her. In a conclusion latter-day anti-imperialists have found jarring, Pushkin celebrates the Russian conquest of the Caucasus as bringing peace and civilization to that lawless and violent land.


  In a story written for children Tolstoy does not raise the political issue or ask why Russians are fighting in the Caucasus. The war is simply a fact of life. He also strips the romantic Pushkin plot of its sexual core: the captive Zhilin's relation to the ‘Tatar’1 girl remains paternal or fraternal. Tolstoy has also introduced a second Russian captive, Kostylin, making possible an invidious comparison between the two Russians, one incompetent and cowardly, the other stalwart and resourceful, capable of superhuman feats of strength and endurance.


  ‘A Prisoner of the Caucasus’ is pure narrative art, freed of all superfluities. Normally at least affecting indifference to criticism, Tolstoy was genuinely pleased when an anonymous reviewer praised the work's amazing restraint, the absence in it of even ‘one unnecessary word’, averring that no Western writer could match this feat.


  In the throes of the major spiritual crisis he passed through after completing Anna Karenina, when he for some years fundamentally renounced the writing of fiction, Tolstoy did allow himself occasional brief displays of his immense narrative talent, provided the results could be loaded with a vital moral message. The next story, ‘What Men Live By’, is the product of one such creative diversion.


  The story is based on a folkloric version Tolstoy had transcribed in 1879 from a recitation by the peasant storyteller Vasily Shchegolyonok, but he also knew other versions published in collections of Russian folk tales. The basic plot, however, and the problem posed are not of purely folk origin, but have a long literary tradition, dating back to biblical times. Indeed the question raised is one that philosophers and theologians have puzzled over since antiquity: how can a just, merciful and omnipotent God permit the existence in the world of so much evil and suffering? It is the question Job asked: ‘Wherefore do the wicked live, become old, yea, are mighty in power?’ And the story's answer is the same as Job's: don't ask! ‘Touching the Almighty we cannot find him out.’ In short, God's ways are often inscrutable, but we must believe in the ultimate beneficence of His purposes. However, it may be comforting to learn from the story that even an angel may on occasion have Job-like doubts and be impelled to rectify what appears to be an example of divine injustice. Assigned to extract the soul of a woman who has just given birth to twin girls, the angel takes pity, balks and returns soulless to heaven. God sternly sends the rebel back to do his job and then as a punishment to remain on earth long enough to learn the answers to three existential questions. It takes the angel several years of living a human life as an apprentice cobbler to find the answers, and his three smiles mark the three successive degrees of his education. The last question is the title of the story: What Men Live By. The answer is not by care for themselves, but by ‘love’. Tolstoy of course means not instinctual or ‘natural’ love for spouse, children, etc, which is too easy, but what Christ meant by ‘Love thy neighbour as thyself’.


  The story ‘Neglect a Spark and the House Burns Down’ was something of a tour de force on Tolstoy's part: a tale not only immersed in peasant life, but told in peasant language. Here Tolstoy made great efforts to filter out all traces of upper-class diction and to write about peasants as peasants would write. This language did not come to Tolstoy easily. He was proud of his ability to converse unconstrainedly with peasants, and during such conversations he kept his ears open for characteristic turns of phrase, pithy expressions, unusual words not in standard Russian. He kept notebooks of such items. For a translator such language presents almost insuperable problems. How can these effects be reproduced without giving the text too local a flavour? One cannot have Russian peasants speaking broad Yorkshire or a Texas drawl. So the translator must do the best he can with ‘neutral’ English. Ronald Wilks is to be commended for his success in grappling with this difficult problem.


  The story plunges us into the thick of peasant life. And of course there is a moral, one not fully indicated by the proverbial title as it stands. In Tolstoy's manuscript the title was given an additional half, in eighteenth-century style: ‘Or How a Peasant out of Ill Will toward His Neighbour Burnt Down His Own House and How He Came to His Senses’. People living in societies must make constant mutual accommodations and adjustments, usually accomplished easily with a modicum of goodwill. But in addition most societies also make rules – laws – defining individual rights and obligations in relation to others and procedures for enforcing them through such institutions as police, law courts and prisons. Here the newly ‘Tolstoyan’ Tolstoy strongly objects. Tolstoy was essentially an anarchist. His repudiation of violence was absolute. Police, law courts and prisons are all instruments of violence and are therefore evil. When Christ said ‘Resist not evil’ (by violence), He really meant it. The story provides a Tolstoyan illustration of the evil consequences of violence, whether the violence is direct – fighting and arson – or indirect – legal action. Yet surprisingly for Tolstoy, an actual magistrate is permitted to pronounce his final anti-legal judgement: ‘The law all of us must obey is God's law… [He] has commanded us to forgive our neighbour.’


  The story ‘The Two Old Men’ was inspired by an oral tale Tolstoy heard from the peasant storyteller Shchegolyonok. He also drew on a written version published some years before, concerning the pilgrimage to Palestine of two Ukrainian peasants. The basic theme, however, is a familiar one, found as early as the twelfth century in the travel account by the Russian Abbot Daniil, who visited the Holy Land in 1106–8. Though a pilgrim himself, Daniil conceded that in itself to visit Palestine is no virtue, that to do good works at home is to go in spirit and may be even more pleasing in the eyes of God.


  About the eyes of Tolstoy there could be no doubt. For him pilgrimages were in the same class as other ecclesiastical distortions of the true Christian message, including all the Church's so-called ‘sacraments’. What we need is not change of place, but change of heart. Yet Tolstoy knew that the idea of pilgrimages to holy places had a strong hold on the Russian peasant mentality: the country swarmed with mendicants wandering from one holy site to another. So he softens the anti-pilgrim moral somewhat. Even the ‘good’ member of the pair, Yelisey, had intended to make the journey; his turn to good works was essentially an accident. When looking for water he encountered a destitute family and decided to stay long enough to help them. It turned out to be a major project, completely consuming the money and time he had meant to spend on the pilgrimage. Yefim's visions of Yelisey in Jerusalem are hallucinations designed to reaffirm Tolstoy's message. In this world God has commanded each of us, until death, to do our job: to perform good works with love.


  Tolstoy also gleaned ‘The Three Hermits’ from Shchegolyonok. It likewise fitted well with the anti-clerical spirit of his later years, illustrating his belief that recitation of memorized prayers, like all rituals, is of little or no spiritual value. What matters are prayers of the heart, the spirit that infuses a person's acts of devotion. The zest of the folkloric version, however, came precisely from a supernatural element which Tolstoy probably disliked, the image of the three hermits miraculously zooming over the water like modern-day hydrofoils. Some critics therefore believe that the whole account of what happened after ‘something dazzled’ the bishop (the phrase in the original could be rendered more strongly ‘caused spots before his eyes’) should be interpreted as a hallucination, an illustrated message from his conscience telling him that the hermits’ rude but heartfelt piety was dearer to God than any recited prayer, even the Lord's. In any case, whether the vision was hallucination or reality, he got the message.


  For the theme of the story ‘How Much Land Does a Man Need?’ Tolstoy reached back in history, further even than ‘The Two Old Men’. During his intense studies of ancient Greek in the early 1870s he had become enraptured with Herodotus. He had evidently retained in his memory the account Herodotus gives of a curious practice of the Scythians. If a man assigned to guard the king's sacred gold fell asleep during the night, he was destined not to live out the year. In the meantime he was allowed to acquire as much land as he could encircle in a day. Formulas like this are attested to in the folklore of several peoples, and Tolstoy found similar arrangements among the semi-nomadic Bashkir people near Samara, where he had bought land. For him the Bashkirs were perfect equivalents of Herodotus's Scythians.


  The confrontation of human greed with the inexorable reality of death was a favourite of Tolstoy's, to be echoed again, even more poignantly, in ‘Master and Man’. Death, as Tolstoy never tired of repeating, is the great existential fact that renders ephemeral and meaningless most human endeavour, particularly the acquisition of earthly property.


  In the early 1890s Tolstoy was inspired to compose a new parable on the ever-present question of death. The result was ‘Master and Man’ (1895), translated here by Paul Foote. As it had in the celebrated ‘The Death of Ivan Ilyich’ (1886), the imminence of death forces the protagonist to reassess his life. This time the ‘hero’, Vasily Andreich Brekhunov, is of the middle class, a merchant. His ambition is to become a millionaire, and his whole life has been focused on money, on property. His wife is little more than an appendage and his son is not so much a live child as ‘the heir’. Brekhunov's wealth has been acquired by unscrupulous deals; he has overlooked no opportunity for gain. His immediate aim is to buy a coppice for much less than it is worth from a commercially naïve neighbouring gentleman, and he is anxious to complete the deal before he is undercut by other merchants. Hence his haste, his insistence on travelling despite a threatening blizzard.


  Brekhunov's companion on his ill-starred journey, Nikita, is one of Tolstoy's classic good-hearted peasants, though Tolstoy avoids excessive idealization. Like most peasants, Nikita has led a hard, poverty-stricken life. In relation to ‘masters’ like Brekhunov his attitude is one of passive, you're-the-boss compliance. Vodka has been his weakness, but he has recently vowed to abstain and does so successfully in the story. In relation to death he has a peasant's (or a horse's!) indifference: the next world, he assumes, is likely to be better than this one, and his death will liberate space for others. So despite warnings the two set off on a menacing winter afternoon into heavy snow and howling wind. Even after getting lost and by luck finding shelter, Brekhunov insists on starting out again.


  The great strength of the story is its concreteness, the extraordinary vividness with which Tolstoy evokes the experience – the horse (even the horse has a distinct personality), the harness, the sleigh, each man's clothing, each man's thoughts. Tolstoy had powerfully worked the blizzard theme years before, in ‘The Snowstorm’ (1856), but in a very different, youthful spirit – more social, with a happy ending, no deaths and few thoughts about it. But here isolation, terrible cold and a bleak, white landscape devoid of any sign of human habitation become not only agents of death but its very image.


  Brekhunov clings to his own self-focused life almost to the end, even abandoning Nikita to his fate by riding off on the horse. But when this act proves futile, something happens within him. He returns to Nikita and saves Nikita's life at the expense of his own, by lying down on top of him.


  Before performing this act of self-sacrifice, Brekhunov has passed through three psychological stages. The initial bravado and self-congratulation are interspersed with fear. The fear becomes more and more dominant until the third stage, the transformation. Tolstoy avoids giving us an insider's view of what Brekhunov thinks and feels as the third stage begins. We see only that he lies down on Nikita and that tears fill his eyes. Only then are we at last given his thoughts. For the first time he thinks not of ‘me’, but of ‘you’ and ‘us’. The emotion he now feels is joy. Various cloudy fantasies pass through his mind, but he continues to feel the presence of Him, the One who called him and commanded him to lie on Nikita. He remembers what once filled his life, all the buying and selling, and wonders how he could ever have cared about such things. ‘Now I know,’ he says.


  It has been argued that Brekhunov's act of self-sacrifice was not motivated by Tolstoyan Christian principles at all, nor by the desire to save another's life, but simply by the wish to escape the terrible fear through closeness to another human being. If there is nothing beyond death, then on earth we have only each other. This essentially atheistic reading may in some sense be true of Tolstoy the author, who to the end was troubled by deep doubts about his God. But it is not true of the story, which reassuringly offers us a ‘He’ who calls Brekhunov to perform his salvific act and renders death easy and joyful.


  NOTES


  1. By nineteenth-century Russians ‘Tatar’ was used as a generic designation for Muslim peoples in the southern marches, people who nowadays would more specifically be identified as Chechen, Ingush, Ossetian, etc.


  Further Reading


  Bayley, John, Tolstoy and the Novel (New York: The Viking Press, 1966).


  Benson, Ruth Crego, Women in Tolstoy: The Ideal and the Erotic (Urbana, Ill.: University of Illinois Press, 1973).


  Berlin, Isaiah, The Hedgehog and the Fox (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1953).


  Bloom, Harold, ed., Leo Tolstoy: Modern Critical Views (New York: Chelsea House, 1986).


  Christian, Reginald F., Tolstoy: A Critical Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969).


  Eikhenbaum, Boris, The Young Tolstoy (Ann Arbor, Michigan: Ardis, 1972).


  —, Tolstoy in the Sixties (Ann Arbor, Michigan: Ardis, 1982).


  —, Tolstoy in the Seventies (Ann Arbor, Michigan: Ardis, 1982).


  Gifford, Henry, ed., Leo Tolstoy: A Critical Anthology (Har-mondsworth: Penguin, 1971).


  Gustafson, Richard F., Leo Tolstoy, Resident and Stranger: A Study in Fiction and Theology (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986).


  Jones, Malcolm, ed., New Essays on Tolstoy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978).


  Knowles, A.V., Tolstoy: The Critical Heritage (London: Rout-ledge & Kegan Paul, 1978).


  Matlaw, Ralph E., ed., Tolstoy: A Collection of Critical Essays (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1967).


  McLean, Hugh, ed., In the Shade of the Giant: Essays on Tolstoy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989).


  Metzele, Josef, The Presentation of Death in Tolstoy's Prose (Frankfurt and New York: Peter Lang, 1996).


  Orwin, Donna Tussing, Tolstoy's Art and Thought, 1847 – 1880 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993).


  —, ed., A Tolstoy Companion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002).


  Shklovsky, Viktor, Leo Tolstoy (Moscow: Progress, 1978).


  Silbajoris, Rimvydas, Tolstoy's Aesthetics and His Art (Columbus, Ohio: Slavica Publishers, 1991).


  Sorokin, Boris, Tolstoy in Pre-Revolutionary Russian Criticism (Columbus, Ohio: Ohio State University Press, 1979).


  Wasiolek, Edward, Tolstoy's Major Fiction (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978).


  —, ed. Critical Essays on Tolstoy (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1986).


  Wilson, A. N., Tolstoy (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1988).


  TWO HUSSARS


  A Tale Dedicated to Countess M. N. Tolstoy


  
    … for ever Jomini, Jomini,1

    But never a mention of vodka…


    – Denis Davydov2

  


  In the early nineteenth century, when there were no railways or metalled roads, no gaslight or stearin3 candles, no low, spring-cushioned couches or unvarnished furniture, no disenchanted young men with monocles or liberal-minded women philosophers, no sweet dames aux camélias who have become so plentiful of late – in those naïve times, when anyone making the journey from Moscow to St Petersburg by carriage or coach would take a whole kitchenful of home-cooked provisions and travel for eight days and nights along soft, dusty or muddy roads and put his trust in fried cutlets, hard rolls and sleigh-bells; when, during long autumn evenings, tallow candles that provided light for family groups of twenty or thirty burned low and had to be snuffed; when ballrooms were lit by candelabra with fine wax or spermaceti candles; when furniture was arranged symmetrically; when our fathers were still young and proved it not only by the absence of grey hairs or wrinkles but by the duels they fought over ladies and the speed with which they rushed from one end of a room to the other to pick up a tiny handkerchief dropped accidentally or on purpose; when our mothers wore short-waisted gowns with enormous sleeves and decided all family disputes by drawing lots; when charming dames aux camélias shunned the light of day – in those naïve times of masonic lodges,4 Martinists,5 the Tugendbund,6 Miloradovich,7 Davydov and Pushkin, a group of landowners gathered in the provincial town of K — and the election of representatives of the nobility was almost completed.


  I


  ‘All right, the public lounge will do,’ said a young officer in fur coat and hussar cap who had just stepped out of a post-sledge and entered the best hotel the town of K— had to offer.


  ‘It's a large gathering this year, Your Excellency,’ said the hotel boots who had already managed to find out from the batman that it was Count Turbin, which was why he called him ‘Your Excellency’. ‘The lady who owns the Afremovo estate has promised to leave with her daughters this evening, so I can let you have number eleven as soon as it's free, sir,’ he added, walking softly down the corridor in front of the count and continually glancing back.


  In the lounge, around a small table beneath a time-blackened, full-length portrait of Alexander I, several men – most probably local gentry – were sitting drinking champagne; on the other side of the room were some travelling merchants in their dark blue, fur-lined coats.


  After entering the lounge and summoning Blücher, the huge grey mastiff he had brought with him, the count threw off his coat (the collar of which was still white with hoar frost), ordered vodka, sat down at the table in his blue satin tunic and got into conversation with the gentlemen. They were instantly impressed by his handsome, open face and offered him a glass of champagne. The count first downed his vodka and then ordered another bottle of champagne for his new acquaintances. At this point in came the sleigh-driver for his tip.


  ‘Sashka!’ the count shouted. ‘Give him something!’


  The driver went out with Sashka and soon returned with some money in his hand.


  ‘What's this, Yer Excellency? You know how I bent over backwards to please Yer Honour! You promised me a half-rouble and all he gives me is a measly quarter!’


  ‘Give him a rouble then, Sashka!’


  Sashka scowled at the driver's boots. ‘He's had enough,’ he grumbled in a deep voice. ‘Besides, I don't have any more.’


  The count took two five-rouble notes from his wallet, which was all it contained, and handed one to the driver, who kissed his hand and left.


  ‘A fine thing! Now I'm down to my last five roubles!’


  ‘Done like a true hussar, Count!’ one of the gentlemen said with a smile. From his moustache, his voice and a certain energy about his leg movements he was obviously a retired cavalry officer. ‘Do you intend staying long, Count?’ he asked.


  ‘If I didn't need money I wouldn't be staying at all. And they don't even have a room ready, blast them, in this damned pot-house!’


  ‘Please, Count. Will you do me the honour of sharing with me?’ asked the cavalry officer. ‘I'm in number seven. I mean to say, if you can put up with me for one night. But you should really stay three days. The Marshal of the Nobility is giving a ball tonight. He'd be absolutely delighted to see you.’


  ‘Yes, Count, please do stay,’ joined in another of the company, a handsome young man. ‘What's the hurry? After all, it's only once every three years – the elections, I mean. You might at least cast your eye over our young ladies, Count.’


  ‘Sashka! Get me some clean linen, I'm going to have a bath,’ the count said, getting up. ‘And then we'll see. Perhaps I will drop in on the marshal.’


  Then he called the waiter over and told him something that made him grin and reply, ‘All that can be arranged, sir’, and left.


  ‘So, my dear young sir, I'll have my trunk taken up to your room,’ the count shouted from the corridor.


  ‘Please! It would make me so happy!’ the cavalry officer replied, running to the door. ‘Number seven – don't forget!’


  When the count's footsteps died away, the cavalry officer returned to the table, drew his chair closer to the civil servant who was sitting next to him, smiled right into his face and said, ‘Yes, that's the man himself!’


  ‘You don't say!’


  ‘I'm telling you it is! It's Count Turbin, the famous duelling hussar. I bet you anything you like he recognized me. I'm sure of it. When I was down in Lebedyan8 for remounts, the two of us went on a spree that lasted three weeks – and without a break! But something he and I got up to there explains why he's pretending not to recognize me. A fine fellow, eh?’


  ‘Oh yes, a very fine fellow. And he has such a pleasant manner,’ the handsome young man replied. ‘You'd never guess he was the type to… But how quickly we hit it off – did you see? He can't be more than twenty-five, can he?’


  ‘No, he doesn't look it, but in fact he's older. But let me tell you more about him. Who ran off with Mrs Migunov? Why, he did. He killed Sablin, dropped Matnyov out of the window by his legs, won three hundred thousand roubles off Prince Nesterov. You've no idea what a wild character he is! Gambler, duellist, seducer. He has the soul of a true hussar – he's a perfect jewel of a man! I know that we in the cavalry have a bad reputation, but if only people knew what hussars are really like. Oh, those were the days!’


  And the cavalry officer launched into an account of such wild drinking bouts in Lebedyan with the count that not only never happened, but which could not possibly have happened. They could not have happened, firstly, because the officer had never set eyes on the count before and had retired from the army two years before the count had joined it; and, secondly, because the cavalry officer had never in fact served in the cavalry, but for four years had been the humblest of cadets with the Belevsky Regiment and had resigned the moment he was promoted to ensign. Ten years before, however, he had come into some money and really did make the trip to Lebedyan, where he squandered seven hundred roubles with some officers who were there for remounts. Intending to join the uhlans,9 he had even had a uniform made, complete with orange facings. The three weeks spent with the remount officers at Lebedyan (together with his passionate desire to join the uhlans) were the happiest, brightest time of his life and consequently he transformed what was merely a longing into something real, then into a fond memory, so that eventually he became firmly convinced of a past career in the cavalry. None of this, however, prevented him from being, in honesty and gentleness, the most worthy of men.


  ‘Yes, only those who have served in the cavalry will ever understand us,’ he continued, straddling his chair and thrusting out his lower jaw. ‘I'd be riding at the head of my squadron on a steed more like the Devil incarnate than a horse – how it used to try and throw me off! And I'd ride it like the devil too. Over would come the squadron commander to take the review. “Lieutenant,” he'd say, “we can't manage without you, please lead the squadron on parade.” “Certainly, sir,” I'd reply – and no sooner said than done. I'd wheel round and shout the order to my mustachioed troopers. Oh God, those were the days!’


  The count returned from the bath-house, red-faced and with wet hair. He went straight to room seven, where the cavalry officer was already sitting in his dressing-gown, smoking his pipe and contemplating his good luck in being able to share a room with the famous Turbin with mixed feelings of delight and apprehension. ‘What if he suddenly decides to strip me, drive me out of town and dump me naked in the snow… or smear me with tar… or simply…? No, he wouldn't treat a fellow officer like that, he reassured himself.


  ‘Sashka, feed Blucher!’ shouted the count.


  Sashka, who had drunk a large glass of vodka to warm himself after the journey and was decidedly tipsy, came in.


  ‘So, you couldn't wait, you drunken pig!… Now, feed Blucher!’


  ‘He won't starve, just look how sleek he is,’ Sashka replied, stroking the dog.


  ‘Don't answer back! Now, go and feed him.’


  ‘All you care about is feeding your dog, but when a man has his glass of vodka you start shouting at him.’


  ‘Mind, or I'll smash your face in!’ shouted the count in a voice that made the window-panes rattle and even scared the cavalry officer a bit.


  ‘You might at least ask if your Sashka's had anything to eat today. Go on, smash my face in if you think more of your dog than your batman,’ Sashka muttered. But just then the count struck him such a fierce blow in the face with his fist that he fell and hit his head against the wall. Then, clutching his nose, he leapt to his feet, rushed out and collapsed on to a trunk outside in the corridor.


  ‘He's gone and knocked my teeth out!’ Sashka groaned, wiping his bloody nose with one hand and at the same time scratching the back of Blücher (who was licking himself) with the other. ‘He's knocked my teeth out, Blücher old pal. But he's still my count and I'd go through fire and water for him. Oh yes I would! Because he's my count. Do you understand, Blücher? Now, do you want your supper?’


  After lying still for a few minutes he got up and fed the dog. Then, having sobered up somewhat, he went off to wait on his count and offer him some tea.


  ‘I should be most offended,’ the cavalry officer was saying rather sheepishly as he stood before the count, who was lying on the other's bed with his legs up on the partition. ‘After all, I'm an old campaigner and fellow officer myself, if I may say so. Why should you borrow from someone else when I'd be only too pleased to lend you two hundred roubles? I don't have all that much at the moment – only a hundred – but I'll get hold of the rest later on. I'd be most offended, Count.’


  ‘Thanks, old man,’ the count said, immediately divining the kind of relationship that was to be established between them and slapping him on the back. ‘Thanks. Well now, let's go to the ball if that's all there is. What shall we do in the meantime? Tell me what this town has to offer. Pretty girls? Rakes? Card players?’


  The cavalry officer explained that there would be scores of pretty girls at the ball; that the most inveterate rake was Kolkov, the newly elected police chief – although he did not have the reckless daring of a true hussar he was still a very good chap; that the Ilyushkin Gypsy Chorus had been performing in town since the elections started, with Steshka as leading singer and that simply everyone was planning to go and hear them after the ball.


  ‘And you can get quite a decent game of cards here too,’ he said. ‘There's that rich Lukhnov who's just passing through and who never stops playing, and in number eight there's Ilin, an uhlan cornet who's been losing heavily. They've already started and they play every evening. What a wonderful person that Ilin is, Count! He's so generous he'd give you the shirt off his back.’


  ‘Let's go to his room then and see what kind of crowd they are,’ the count said.


  ‘Yes, let's go. They'll be awfully pleased!’


  2


  Ilin, the uhlan cornet, had not long been awake. The evening before he had sat down at the card-table at eight o'clock and played for fifteen hours non-stop, until eleven the next morning. He had lost heavily, but had no idea exactly how much, since he had three thousand roubles of his own, plus fifteen thousand in regimental funds which had long since got mixed up with his own and which he was afraid to count in case his fears that he might have lost some of the latter were realized. It was almost noon when he had fallen into that deep, dreamless sleep which comes only to the very young, and after a heavy loss. When he woke at six in the evening – the exact time of the count's arrival – and saw the cards and bits of chalk scattered over the floor, and those soiled tables in the middle of the room, he remembered with horror last night's game – and the last card in particular, a knave, on which he had lost five hundred roubles. However, still unwilling to accept the grim reality of the situation, he took the money from under the pillow and started counting it. He recognized several notes that had passed from hand to hand in ‘corners’ and ‘transports’ several times, and this reminded him of the whole course of the game.10 His own three thousand roubles were gone, together with two and a half thousand of the regimental funds.


  This uhlan had been playing for four nights running. He was on his way from Moscow, where he had been entrusted with the regimental funds, but had been delayed in the town of K — by the posting-stage keeper on the pretext that there were no fresh horses, whereas in fact the keeper had a long-standing secret arrangement with the hotel proprietor that all travellers were to be delayed for one day. The uhlan, a cheerful young lad who had just been given three thousand roubles by his parents in Moscow to equip himself for his new regiment, was only too pleased of the chance of spending a few days in K — during the elections and was looking forward to a thoroughly good time there. One of the local landowners, a family man, was a friend of his and he was about to drive out to his place so that he could flirt with his daughters when the cavalry officer turned up and introduced himself. That same evening, with no ill intention, the officer had introduced him to his friend Lukhnov and some of the other card players in the public lounge. From then on the uhlan was constantly at the card-table. As a result he not only forgot all about visiting his friend, but did not even inquire about the horses. In fact, he had not left his room for four days.


  As soon as he was dressed and had some tea he went over to the window. A little stroll, he felt, might help him forget those persistent memories of the card-table, so he put on his greatcoat and went out into the street. The sun was already hidden behind the red-roofed, white houses; twilight was drawing in. It was mild for the time of year and large wet snowflakes were softly falling on the muddy streets. Suddenly the thought that he had slept through practically the whole of that day, which was now ending, depressed him deeply. ‘This day which is now past can never be recovered,’ he reflected.


  And then he told himself, ‘I've wasted my youth’ – not because he thought for one moment that this was so – the question had never entered his mind – but because the phrase suddenly crossed his mind for no particular reason.


  ‘What am I going to do now?’ he wondered. ‘Borrow from someone and then go away?’ A lady passed him on the pavement. ‘What a stupid-looking woman!’ he thought. ‘There's no one to borrow from. I've wasted my youth.’ He approached a row of shops where a shopkeeper was standing at his door in his fox-fur coat trying to attract customers. ‘If I hadn't withdrawn that eight I'd have recouped my losses.’ An old beggar-woman followed him, whimpering. ‘There's no one to borrow from,’ he thought once more. A gentleman in a bearskin coat drove past, then he saw a watchman standing at his post. ‘How could I create a sensation here? Fire at them? No, that's too boring! I've wasted my youth. Oh, just look at those superb horse trappings over there! What wouldn't I give for a troika ride! Gee up, my beauties! Well, I think I'll go back to the hotel now, Lukhnov will be coming soon and then we can start playing.’


  So he returned to the hotel and counted his money again. No, he had made no mistake the first time: two and a half thousand roubles in regimental funds were missing. ‘I'll stake twenty-five on the first card, then make a “corner” on the second… then seven times the stake, then fifteen, thirty, sixty times… up to three thousand. Then I'll buy those horse-collars and leave. But that devil won't let me win! I've wasted my youth…’


  These thoughts were passing through the uhlan's mind when Lukhnov came into his room.


  ‘Have you been up long, Mikhailo?’ asked Lukhnov, slowly removing his gold spectacles from his bony nose and studiously wiping them on his red silk handkerchief.


  ‘No, I've only just got up. I slept beautifully.’


  ‘Some hussar or other's arrived. He's staying with Zavalshevsky… haven't you heard?’


  ‘No, I haven't… so where are the others?’


  ‘I think they've gone to Pryakhin's. They won't be long.’


  And sure enough the others soon arrived: the garrison officer, Lukhnov's perpetual companion; a Greek merchant with an enormous brown hooked nose and deep-set black eyes; a fat, puffy landowner who owned a distillery and who played all night long, always for half-rouble points. Everyone was eager to start, but nothing was said on the subject by the principal players, particularly Lukhnov, who very casually started discussing street crime in Moscow.


  ‘Just think of it,’ he said. ‘In a city like Moscow ruffians dressed up as devils go around at night with hooks in their hands terrifying the stupid rabble and robbing passers-by. Nothing is done about it. What are the police supposed to be doing? – that's what puzzles me.’


  The uhlan listened attentively to the account of lawlessness in Moscow, but the moment it was finished he stood up and quietly ordered the cards. The fat landowner was first to put his wishes into words. ‘Well, gentlemen, we're wasting precious time. Let's get down to business,’ he said.


  ‘Yes, after all that lot you won last night I'm not surprised you're so eager,’ the Greek said.


  ‘Really, it's time we started,’ the garrison officer said.


  Ilin glanced at Lukhnov, who looked him in the eye and calmly continued his account of those ruffians dressed up as devils with claws.


  ‘Will you be banker?’ the uhlan asked.


  ‘Isn't it too early?’


  ‘Belov!’ shouted the uhlan, blushing for some reason. ‘Bring me some supper… I haven't had anything to eat, gentlemen… and a bottle of champagne and the cards.’


  Just then the count entered with Zavalshevsky. It turned out that Turbin and Ilin were from the same division. They immediately hit it off, clinked glasses and within five minutes were chatting away like old friends. The count had taken a great liking to Ilin and he smiled as he watched him, teasing him for being so young.


  ‘There's a fine dashing young uhlan for you!’ he said. ‘And what whiskers! So fierce!’


  The down on Ilin's upper lip was perfectly white.


  ‘So, you're about to start, are you?’ the count asked. ‘Well, I hope you win, Ilin. I should think you're an expert,’ he added, smiling.


  ‘Yes, they're ready now,’ Lukhnov replied, tearing open a pack of cards. ‘Wouldn't you care to join us, Count?’


  ‘Not for the moment. I'd thrash the lot of you! I can make any bank crack wide open, the way I play! But I've no money just now, I lost all I had at the posting-stage near Volochok, where I was cleaned out by some damned infantryman with rings on his fingers. He must have been a sharper.’


  ‘So you had to wait there a long time?’ Ilin asked.


  ‘Twenty-two hours. I shan't forget that damned place in a hurry! But the keeper won't forget me either!’


  ‘How's that?’


  ‘Well, I drive up and out rushes the keeper with his crafty thieving mug. “We've no horses,” he tells me. Now, I have a golden rule: if I'm told there's no horses I never take my coat off, but go straight to the keeper's parlour – not the public room but the keeper's own parlour – and I order all the doors and windows to be opened wide, as if the room was full of stove fumes. Well, that's what I did on this occasion. And was it cold! You remember the frosts we had last month, about twenty below? Well, the keeper starts arguing, so I give him one on the nose. Then along comes some old crone, and some other women and young girls, and they start yelling their heads off, grab their pots and pans and want to run off to the village… But I stand right in the doorway and tell them, “If you give me some horses I'll leave you in peace. If not, I'll keep you in here and let you all freeze to death!”’


  ‘Brilliant – that's the way to deal with their sort!’ the fat landowner said, roaring with laughter. ‘That's how they freeze cockroaches out.’


  ‘But I wasn't careful enough – I only went out for a moment and the keeper and the women gave me the slip. So my only hostage was the old crone lying over the stove. And she started sneezing her head off and saying her prayers. Then we started negotiations. Up comes the keeper and tries to persuade me – keeping his distance – to let the old girl go. But I set Blücher on him – he makes short work of station-keepers does Blücher! But for all that, the swine still didn't give me any horses until the morning. In the meantime that lousy infantry officer turned up and I went into the other room and started playing. Have you seen Blücher anywhere…? Blücher… here, boy.’ Blücher came rushing in. The card players paid him token attention, but it was obvious that their minds were on something quite different.


  ‘Why don't you start, gentlemen?’ Turbin asked. ‘Don't mind me… I'm an old windbag! Cards are cards, there's no getting away from it.’


  3


  Lukhnov drew two candles nearer himself and took out a huge brown wallet stuffed with banknotes. Then, very slowly, as if performing some sacred rite, he opened it, pulled out two one-hundred-rouble notes and placed them under the cards. ‘Two hundred for the bank, same as yesterday,’ he said, adjusting his spectacles and unsealing a fresh pack.


  ‘Good,’ Ilin said without looking at him and continuing his conversation with Turbin.


  The game started. Lukhnov dealt with machine-like precision, occasionally stopping unhurriedly to record a point, or peering sternly over his spectacles and saying in a weak voice, ‘You lead!’


  The fat landowner spoke louder than anyone, audibly conferring with himself and wetting his podgy fingers when he turned down the corner of a card. The garrison officer silently noted the points in his neat hand and slightly turned down the corners of his cards under the table. The Greek sat beside the banker, attentively following the game with his deep-set black eyes and apparently waiting for something. Zavalshevsky, who was standing by the table, suddenly twitched all over as he took a red or blue banknote from his trouser pocket, laid a card over it, clapped his palm over it and muttered, ‘Come on the seven, save me!’ Then he bit his moustache, nervously shifted from foot to foot, blushed and continued twitching until his card was dealt. Ilin sat on the horsehair sofa eating some veal and pickled cucumber from a plate beside him and hurriedly wiped his hands on his jacket as he threw down one card after the other. Turbin, who from the very start had been sitting on the sofa, immediately realized what was going on. Lukhnov did not even deign to look at the uhlan or speak to him – all he did was peer through his spectacles every now and then at the uhlan's hands. Most of Ilin's cards lost.


  ‘I'd like to beat that one,’ Lukhnov remarked about one card played by the fat landowner who was staking half-roubles.


  ‘Well, you go ahead and beat Ilin's, don't worry about mine,’ the fat landowner observed.


  In fact, Ilin's cards lost more often than anyone else's. He would nervously tear up the losing card under the table and choose another with trembling hands. Turbin got up from the sofa and asked the Greek to let him sit next to the banker. The Greek changed places and the count took his chair and stared intently at Lukhnov's hands.


  ‘Ilin!’ he suddenly said in his normal voice which was still loud enough to drown all the others. ‘Why do you keep thinking that one's your lucky card? You've no idea how to play.’


  ‘It seems to make no difference whatever I do.’


  ‘But you're bound to lose if that's your attitude. Come on, give me your cards.’


  ‘Oh no, if you don't mind. I never let others play for me. But you go ahead and play yourself if you want.’


  ‘I told you I don't want to. I want to play for you. It really does annoy me, seeing you lose like that.’


  ‘Well, it's obviously my fate!’


  The count did not reply, leaned on his elbows and then fixed his eyes on the banker's hands as intently as before.


  ‘That's bad!’ he suddenly said in a loud, drawling voice.


  Lukhnov glanced at him.


  ‘Really bad!’ he said, even louder, looking Lukhnov right in the eye.


  The game continued.


  ‘That's disgraceful!’ Turbin said when Lukhnov beat one of Ilin's cards on which a great deal of money was staked.


  ‘What's troubling you, Count?’ Lukhnov asked in a tone of polite indifference.


  ‘The way you let Ilin win the small cards and then beat him on the big ones. That's a dirty trick.’


  Lukhnov made a slight movement with his shoulders and eyebrows, which seemed to suggest one should always bow to destiny, and carried on playing.


  ‘Blücher! Here, boy!’ the count shouted, getting up. ‘At him!’ he quickly added.


  Bumping his back and almost knocking the garrison officer over as he leapt out from under the sofa, Blücher ran to his master, growled, looked round at everyone and wagged his tail as if to ask, ‘Who's misbehaving, eh?’


  Lukhnov laid down his cards and moved his chair back.


  ‘I can't play like this,’ he said. ‘I simply detest dogs. How can anyone play with a pack of hounds running loose?’


  ‘And especially that breed, I think they're called “leeches”,’ agreed the garrison officer.


  ‘Well? Are we carrying on or not, Mikhailo?’ Lukhnov asked the host.


  ‘Please don't interfere, Count!’ Ilin told Turbin.


  ‘Come here a moment,’ Turbin said, taking Ilin's arm and disappearing behind the partition with him.


  From there the others could make out every word the count said, for he was talking in his normal voice, which could invariably be heard three rooms away.


  ‘Have you gone mad, or what? Can't you see that the gentleman in spectacles is a sharper of the first order?’


  ‘Come off it! What are you saying?’


  ‘No, I won't come off it. I'm telling you to stop. But it's no skin off my nose, another time I'd be pleased to take your money myself. I can't bear to see you cheated like that. Are you sure you're not playing with the regiment's money?’


  ‘Yes… well… What are you driving at?’


  ‘My dear chap, I've seen it all and I know the tricks these sharpers get up to only too well. I'm telling you that the one in the spectacles is a cheat. Now, please stop playing!’


  ‘Just one more hand and then I'll stop.’


  ‘I know these “just one more hands”! Well, we'll see.’


  They returned to the table. Ilin staked as many cards as before and so many were beaten that he lost a small fortune.


  Turbin planted his hands right in the middle of the table. ‘Enough! Let's go.’


  ‘No, I can't. Please leave me alone,’ Ilin said irritably, shuffling the bent cards and ignoring Turbin.’


  ‘All right, go to hell! Carry on losing if that's what you want, I'm going. Zavalshevsky, let's go to the marshal's.’


  The two men left. No one said a word and Lukhnov did not start dealing again until the sound of their footsteps and the scratching of Blucher's paws had died away in the passage.


  ‘What a crazy fellow!’ the landowner laughed.


  ‘Well, he won't interfere now,’ the garrison officer hurriedly whispered.


  And the game continued.
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  The musicians (the marshal's servants) stood at the buffet end of the room which had been specially cleared for the occasion, their coat sleeves already turned up, and at a given signal struck up the old-fashioned polonaise ‘Alexander-Elizabeth’. In the soft bright light of the wax candles the couples had just begun to glide over the parquet floor of the great ballroom – a governor-general from Catherine the Great's time with a star on his breast, arm-in-arm with the marshal's skinny wife, then the marshal himself holding the arm of the governor's wife, then local dignitaries in various combinations and groupings – when Zavalshevsky, wearing a blue frock-coat with an enormous collar and puffs on the shoulders, stockings and dancing-shoes, and reeking of jasmine which had been liberally sprinkled on his moustache, lapels and handkerchief, entered the ballroom together with the handsome hussar in tight blue riding-breeches and a gold-embroidered red jacket on which were pinned a Vladimir Cross and an 1812 medal. The count was not tall, but extremely well-built. His clear blue, exceptionally bright eyes and his thick curly chestnut hair lent a unique character to his handsome appearance. His arrival at the ball had been expected, since the handsome young man who had seen him at the hotel had already informed the marshal. The news met with a mixed response, for the most part not very favourable. ‘That whippersnapper will make fools of us’ was the opinion of the gentlemen and elderly ladies. ‘What if he runs off with me?’ was the opinion (more or less) of the younger married women and girls.


  As soon as the polonaise was over and the partners had bowed to each other and separated, the ladies rejoining the ladies, and the men the men, Zavalshevsky, proud and happy, led the count to the hostess. The marshal's wife, slightly apprehensive that the count might make her an object of ridicule in front of her guests, turned away haughtily and contemptuously with the words, ‘I'm so delighted. I do hope you will dance’, after which she gave him a distrustful look which seemed to say, ‘If you dare insult a lady you would be a scoundrel indeed!’ But the count soon overcame her misgivings by his charm, attentiveness and handsome, cheerful appearance, so that within five minutes her face was telling everyone around her, ‘I know how to manage his type. He understood from the start to whom he was talking. Now he'll be charming to me for the rest of the evening.’


  At this point the governor, who had known the count's father, most amiably drew him aside for a chat, which calmed the provincial gentry even more and raised the count in their estimation. Shortly afterwards Zavalshevsky introduced him to his sister, a plump young widow who had not taken her eyes off the count from the moment he arrived. Turbin invited her to a waltz, which the orchestra had just begun, and this time the immense skill with which he danced finally removed any lingering doubts.


  ‘He's certainly a wonderful dancer!’ remarked a fat lady of the manor as she watched those legs in blue riding-breeches whirl past and counted to herself, ‘One two three, one two three – splendid!’


  ‘Just watch him trip round the room!’ remarked another lady, a visitor to the town and considered rather vulgar in local society. ‘How does he manage not to catch anyone with his spurs? Oh, he's so skilful!’


  Through his expertise the count eclipsed the three best dancers in the district: the tall, fair-haired adjutant to the governor, famed for his speed in the dance and for holding his partners very close; a cavalry officer, renowned for his graceful swaying motion in the waltz and the rapid, very light tapping of his heels; and a civilian who, although he was a little on the dim side, was considered a first-rate dancer and the life and soul of every ball. Indeed, from start to finish, this gentleman never rested for one moment – except to mop his very weary but cheerful face with a wet cambric handkerchief – inviting all the ladies in the order in which they were sitting. The count outshone them all and danced with the three most important ladies at the ball: a large one, rich, pretty and stupid; a medium-sized one, not particularly pretty but beautifully dressed; and a small one, very plain but extremely intelligent. He danced with others too – with all the pretty ones, of whom there were many. But the one he liked the most was Zavalshevsky's sister, the little widow, and he danced a quadrille, écossaise and mazurka with her. In the quadrille he showered her with compliments, comparing her to Venus, to Diana, to a rose and some other flower. But the widow responded to all this flattery by bending her white neck, looking down at her white muslin dress, or shifting her fan from one hand to the other. When she said, ‘Stop it, Count, you're only teasing me’ and other words to that effect, her somewhat guttural voice expressed such naïve simplicity and engaging innocence that one had the feeling this was no woman, but a flower – not a rose, but some gorgeous pink and white, odourless wild flower growing in utter solitude, in a virgin snowdrift somewhere far, far away.


  This blend of naiveté and unconventionality, combined with such fresh beauty, made such a strange impression on the count that several times during the conversation, when he mutely gazed into her eyes or at the exquisite outline of her arms and neck, he was gripped so strongly by an overwhelming desire to take her in his arms and shower her with kisses that he had difficulty controlling himself. The little widow was delighted with the impression she was making, yet there was something about the count's behaviour that was beginning to disturb and frighten her, even though the count, in addition to his ingratiating charm, was excessively well-mannered, if judged in the light of present-day standards. He dashed off to fetch her a cold drink, picked up her handkerchief, snatched a chair away from a scrofulous young landowner who also wanted to be her willing slave so that he would be first to offer it to her, and so on.


  When he realized that his gallantry (so typical of the times) was having little effect on the widow, he tried to amuse her by saying some funny things. He assured her that she had but to give the word and he would leap out of the window or jump into the water through a hole in the ice. This was a complete success and the widow brightened up considerably, breaking into peals of laughter and revealing her beautiful white teeth. Now she was perfectly happy with her cavalier. The count grew more infatuated every minute, so that by the end of the quadrille he was deeply in love.


  After the quadrille the widow's long-standing admirer, the idle eighteen-year-old son of a rich landowner – that same scrofulous young man from whom Turbin had snatched the chair – came over. The widow gave him a cold reception and did not show a fraction of the confusion the count had aroused.


  ‘You're a fine one!’ she told him, looking all the time at Turbin's back and unconsciously calculating how many yards of gold braid had gone into his jacket. ‘You're a fine one. You promised to come and take me for a sleigh-ride and bring me some chocolates.’


  ‘I did call, Anna, but you had already gone. And I did leave you a box of the very best chocolates,’ said the young man who, despite his height, had a very high-pitched voice.


  ‘Always finding excuses! I don't want your chocolates now. And don't imagine…’


  ‘I can see that you have changed towards me, Anna. And I know why… it's quite wrong of you…’ he added, obviously unable to finish because of the deep feeling of agitation that made his lips tremble in the most rapid, peculiar manner.


  Anna did not listen and kept watching Turbin.


  The master of the house, the stout, toothless, majestic old marshal, went up to the count, took his arm and invited him into the study for a smoke and drink. The moment Turbin was gone Anna felt that there was absolutely no point in staying there a moment longer and so she took the hand of a thin elderly spinster with whom she was friendly and went out to the dressing-room with her.


  ‘Well, is he nice?’ asked the spinster.


  ‘Yes, but terribly persistent,’ Anna replied, going over to look at herself in the mirror.


  Her face brightened, her eyes laughed, she even blushed, and suddenly, imitating the ballerinas she had seen during the elections, she pirouetted on one foot, laughed that guttural but charming laugh of hers, bent her knees and leapt into the air.


  ‘What do you think of this? – he asked me for a keepsake,’ she told her friend. ‘Only he'll get no-th-ing!’ she added, singing the last word and lifting one finger in a kid glove that reached to her elbow.


  In the study, where the marshal had taken Turbin, there were various brands of vodka, liqueurs, champagne and assorted hors d'oeuvres. Some local gentlemen were walking about or sitting in clouds of tobacco smoke, discussing the elections.


  ‘Since the gentry in this district honoured him by their choice,’ the newly elected and already quite tipsy police chief was saying, ‘he has no right to neglect his duties, no right at all to –’


  This speech was interrupted by the count's entrance. Everyone wanted to be introduced to him and the police chief kept pressing the count's hand in his for some time, and begged him repeatedly to accompany him to a new tavern where he intended treating the gentlemen after the ball and where there would be gypsy singing. The count promised to go without fail and drank several glasses of champagne with him.


  ‘But why aren't you dancing, gentlemen?’ the count asked as he was about to leave the study.


  ‘We're not much good at that kind of thing,’ the police chief said, laughing. ‘We're better at knocking back the bubbly, Count… Besides, I've seen all those young ladies grow up!… But now and then I can stroll my way through an écossaise! Oh yes, Count, I can still do it…’


  ‘Well, come and stroll now!’ Turbin said. ‘Let's have a little more fun here before we go off to the gypsies.’


  ‘Why not, gentlemen? It will please our host.’


  And three or four red-faced gentlemen put on their gloves, black kid or silk knitted, and were just about to enter the ballroom with the count when they were stopped by the scrofulous young man who looked as white as a sheet and was barely able to hold back his tears. He went up to Turbin and said, ‘Just because you're a count you think you can push people around as if this was a market-place,’ he said, having difficulty with his breathing. ‘Now I consider that very rude…’


  Once more his trembling lips stemmed the flow of words.


  ‘What?’ Turbin shouted, suddenly frowning. ‘What did you say, you little brat?’ he roared, seizing him by the arms and squeezing them so hard the blood rushed to the young man's head, not so much from a sense of injury as from fright. ‘Do you want a duel? I'm at your service.’


  The moment Turbin released the arms he had been squeezing so hard two gentlemen seized them and hauled the young man towards the back entrance.


  ‘What's the matter with you – have you taken leave of your senses? You've obviously had too much to drink. We'll tell your father about this. What on earth's got into you?’ they asked.


  ‘No, I'm not drunk, but he thinks he can push people around without apologizing. He's a swine, that's what!’ the young man whined, bursting into tears.


  But they turned a deaf ear and took him home.


  ‘I wouldn't worry about him, Count,’ the police chief and Zavalshevsky said, anxious to pacify Turbin. ‘He's only a child – he still gets thrashed. But we really don't understand what's got into him. He must be out of his mind. And his father is such a respectable man, our candidate…’


  ‘Well, to hell with him if he doesn't want satisfaction…’


  And the count returned to the ballroom, danced an écossaise as gaily as before with the pretty little widow, laughing heartily at the gentlemen who had come from the study with him as they performed their steps and filling the whole room with roars of laughter when the police chief slipped and went sprawling in the middle of the dancing couples.
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  While the count was in the study Anna had gone up to her brother. Feeling that she should feign almost complete indifference towards the count she asked, ‘Who is that hussar who was dancing with me?’


  The cavalry officer did his best to explain what a great man the hussar was, stressing that he was staying in town only because his money had been stolen on the road, that he himself had lent him one hundred roubles and, since that was not enough, could his dear sister please oblige with another two hundred? He begged her not to breathe a word to a soul, especially the count. Anna promised to send the money over the same evening and to keep the whole affair a strict secret, but during the écossaise she felt an irresistible urge to offer the count whatever he needed. She took a long time to pluck up courage but after a great effort and much blushing she finally broached the subject.


  ‘My brother's told me that you had some bad luck on the road and that you've no money now, Count. If you need any, perhaps you will accept some from me – it would make me extremely happy.’


  No sooner had she said this than Anna suddenly felt frightened and blushed. All the gaiety instantly went out of the count's face.


  ‘Your brother's a fool,’ he said brusquely. ‘You know that when one man insults another they usually fight a duel. But what happens when a woman insults a man?’


  Poor Anna's neck and ears burnt with embarrassment. She lowered her eyes and did not say a word.


  ‘The man kisses the woman in front of everyone,’ the count whispered, leaning towards her ear. ‘Allow me at least to kiss your hand,’ he added softly after a long pause, pitying his lady for the embarrassment she was suffering.


  ‘But not now!’ Anna exclaimed with a deep sigh.


  ‘When? I'm leaving early tomorrow morning… you owe it me, you know.’


  ‘Well, if that's so, I cannot pay what I owe you,’ Anna said, smiling.


  ‘Just give me the chance to see you tonight so I can kiss your hand. Anyway, I'll find one.’


  ‘But how?’


  ‘That's no concern of yours. I'd go to any lengths to see you… It's agreed then?’


  ‘Agreed.’


  The écossaise ended. Then they danced another mazurka in which the count performed such wonders, catching handkerchiefs, dropping on to one knee and clicking his spurs in the special Warsaw style, that all the old men left their game of bridge for the ballroom. The cavalry officer, reputedly the best dancer there, acknowledged defeat. Supper was served and after a final ‘Grossvater’11 the guests began to leave. All this time the count had not taken his eyes off the widow and he had not been making idle boasts when he declared that he would dive into a hole in the ice for her. Whether it was a passing whim, love or sheer obstinacy, all his faculties were concentrated on only one desire that evening: to see her and make love to her. The moment he saw Anna take leave of the hostess he ran to the footmen's room and from there (without his coat) to the place outside where all the carriages were waiting.


  ‘Mrs Zaitsev's carriage!’ he shouted. A high four-seater with lanterns moved towards the entrance. ‘Stop!’ he shouted to the coachman, running knee-deep in snow.


  ‘What d'ye want?’ the coachman shouted back.


  ‘I want to get in,’ the count replied, opening the door and trying to climb up as the carriage was moving. ‘Stop, damn you! You idiot!’


  ‘Stop, Vaska!’ the coachman shouted to his postilion, pulling up the horses. ‘What d'ye think you're up to, climbing into someone else's carriage? It belongs to my mistress, Mrs Zaitsev – not to you, Yer Honour!’


  ‘Shut up, blockhead! Take this rouble. Now, get down and close the door,’ the count said. But as the coachman would not budge he pulled up the steps himself, opened the window and somehow managed to slam the door. Like most old carriages, especially those with gold braid on the upholstery, it had a musty odour and smelt of burnt bristles. The count's legs, wet with snow up to the knees, and with only those thin boots and riding-breeches over them, felt frozen and in fact his whole body was chilled to the bone. The coachman was grumbling up on his box and seemed about to climb down. But the count neither heard nor felt a thing. His face was burning, his heart was pounding. With tensed hand he seized the yellow strap and thrust his head out of the side window: his whole being was concentrated in one moment of anticipation. But this sensation was short-lived. Someone called from the entrance, ‘Mrs Zaitsev's carriage!’ The coachman shook the reins, the carriage rocked on its high springs and the illuminated window of the house sped past the carriage windows.


  ‘Now watch out, you old devil!’ the count warned the coachman. ‘If you tell the footman I'm here,’ he continued, poking his head out of the front window, ‘I'll thrash you. But if you keep quiet there'll be another ten roubles for you.’


  He hardly had time to lower the window when the carriage lurched to a halt. He huddled into one corner, held his breath, even closed his eyes, he was so terrified that his passionate hopes might be dashed. The door opened, one by one the carriage steps clattered down, a woman's gown rustled and the scent of jasmine floated into the musty carriage. Tiny feet swiftly pattered up the steps and Anna sank silently and breathlessly on to the seat beside the count, brushing his leg with the skirt of her cloak.


  Whether she saw him or not no one could have said, not even Anna herself. But when he took her arm and told her, ‘Well, now I'm going to kiss your hand’, she wasn't in the least alarmed and mutely surrendered her arm which he covered much higher than the top of her glove with kisses. The carriage moved off.


  ‘Please say something! You're not angry, are you?’ he asked.


  She silently shrank into the corner, but then, for some reason, suddenly burst into tears and her head dropped of its own accord on to his breast.
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  The newly elected police chief and his party, the cavalry officer and some other gentlemen had been drinking and listening to the gypsies in the new tavern for some time when the count, wearing a blue cloth cloak lined with bearskin that had belonged to Anna's late husband, joined them.


  ‘At last, Your Excellency! We'd almost given up hope,’ said a dark, cross-eyed gypsy, flashing his white teeth as he rushed to the entrance to greet the count and help him off with his cloak. ‘We haven't seen you since Lebedyan… Stesha's been pining for you…’


  Stesha, a shapely young gypsy girl with a brick-red glow to her brown skin and deep-set, sparkling black eyes edged by long lashes, came running out to meet him too.


  ‘Ah, my dear sweet Count! My darling! Oh, how nice it is to see you!’ she murmured, happily smiling.


  Ilyushka himself ran to welcome the count, pretending to be very pleased to see him. Old women, middle-aged women, young girls jumped up and surrounded the new guest. Some claimed that they were related to him, as he had been godfather to their children, or because he had exchanged crosses with them.


  Turbin kissed all the young gypsy girls on the lips; the old women and the men kissed his shoulders and hand. The gentlemen, too, were delighted that the count had come, especially as the high spirits and revelry, having reached their peak, were now losing their zest. Everyone was beginning to feel surfeited. The wine no longer exhilarated and lay heavily on the stomach. Each of them had exhausted his stock of bravado and was now tired of the others. All songs had been sung and remained a confused medley in everyone's head, leaving only a sensation of noise and dissipation. No matter what original or daring tricks anyone attempted, no one found anything either amusing or agreeable about them. The police chief, who was lying in a shocking state on the floor at an old woman's feet, kicked his legs out and shouted, ‘Champagne… the count's here! Champagne! He's here… on with the champagne. I shall fill a tub and have a bath in it. Gentlemen of the nobility! I simply love being in such distinguished, aristocratic company… Stesha, sing “The Country Lane” for us.’


  The cavalry officer was also drunk, but it showed differently. He sat on a couch in one corner, very close to a tall handsome gypsy girl called Lyubasha. The drink blurred his eyes, which made him blink and toss his head. Again and again he whispered the same words in an attempt to persuade the girl to run away with him. Lyubasha, smiling and listening as if what he was telling her was both extremely amusing and rather pathetic, kept glancing at her husband, cross-eyed Sashka, who was standing behind a chair opposite her. In reply to the cavalryman's declaration of love she leant down and whispered in his ear, asking him to buy her some ribbons and perfume, provided no one got to hear about it.


  ‘Hurrah!’ shouted the cavalry officer when the count entered. The handsome young man, with an anxious look and with an unnaturally heavy step, paced the room, humming a tune from Il Seraglio.12


  An elderly paterfamilias, who had been lured to the gypsies by the persistent requests of the other gentlemen and who maintained that if the count refused to join them everything would be spoilt and that there would be no point in going, was lying on the couch on to which he had sunk the moment he had arrived and no one was taking the slightest notice of him. A government official had taken off his frock-coat and perched himself on the table, his feet right up, and was ruffling his hair to show them all what a roué he was. The moment the count entered he unbuttoned his shirt collar and perched even higher on the table. Things livened up altogether with the count's arrival. The gypsy girls, who had been idly wandering around the room, sat down in a circle again. The count set Stesha the solo singer on his knee and ordered more champagne.


  Ilyushka came and stood with his guitar in front of Stesha and the ‘dancing’ began, i.e., the singing of gypsy songs such as ‘When I Walk down the Street’, ‘Oh, You Hussars!’, ‘Listen and Understand’ and so on, in set order. Stesha sang beautifully. The rich, flexible contralto that flowed from deep down, the way she smiled as she sang, her passionate laughing eyes, that tiny foot which involuntarily tapped in time to the music, her wild cries at the beginning of each chorus – all this touched some resonant but seldom-plucked chord. Clearly she lived only for the song she was singing. Ilyushka accompanied her on his guitar and expressed his feeling for the song in his smile, in the movements of his back and legs, in his whole being, nodding as he kept time and watching her closely and anxiously, as though he had never heard it before. Then, as the last melodious notes died away, he suddenly drew himself up and, as if feeling superior to the whole world, proudly and determinedly sent his guitar spinning with a jerk of the knee, twirled it round as he tapped his heels, tossed his hair back and surveyed the choir with a sweeping frown. His body, from neck to heel, started dancing in every muscle – and twenty powerful and energetic voices rang out, each vying with the other to give the most original and unusual rendering. The old women bobbed up and down on their chairs, waving their handkerchiefs and showing their teeth as each tried to shout louder than the other, but in tune and in time with the music. Their heads tilted and neck muscles straining, the men sang in their deep bass voices as they stood behind the chairs.


  Whenever Stesha took a high note, Ilyushka would bring his guitar closer to her as if he wanted to help, while the handsome young man cried out in ecstasy, now that they were reaching the highest and most difficult notes.


  When they struck up a dance tune and Dunyasha paraded herself before the count, her shoulders and breasts quivering, and then sailed on, Turbin leapt from his chair, threw off his jacket and jauntily walked up and down with her in his red shirt, keeping perfect time and performing such amazing tricks with his legs that the gypsies looked at one another and smiled their approval.


  The police chief squatted like a Turk, beating his chest with one fist and shouting, ‘Bravo! Bravo!’ Then he grabbed the count's legs and told him that he had come with ten thousand roubles but now had only five hundred left and he would do anything, as long as the count allowed it. The old paterfamilias woke up and wanted to leave, but they would not let him. The handsome young man persuaded one of the gypsy girls to waltz with him. The cavalry officer left his corner and embraced Turbin, obviously wanting to show everyone how friendly he was with the count.


  ‘My dear fellow!’ he said. ‘Why on earth did you leave us?’ The count did not reply, his mind evidently on other matters. ‘Where did you get to? Oh, you old rogue, Count! I know where you've been!’


  For some reason the count did not take kindly to this show of familiarity. Without smiling or saying a word he stared into the cavalry officer's face. Then suddenly he let loose such a terrible flood of abuse that the officer was quite taken aback and for some time could not decide whether it was meant as a joke or not. Finally he concluded that the count must have been joking, smiled and rejoined his gypsy girl, assuring her that he would marry her after Easter, come what may. They sang another song and another, danced again, sang songs in each other's honour and everyone felt he was having a very jolly time. The champagne kept flowing. The count drank a great deal: his eyes seemed to grow moist, but he remained steady on his feet and danced better than ever. His speech did not falter for one moment and he even harmonized superbly with the choir when he joined Stesha in ‘Love's Gentle Thrill’.


  In the middle of one of the songs the tavern owner came in and requested the guests to leave, as it was nearly three in the morning. The count seized him by the scruff of his neck and ordered him to dance squatting, Cossack-style. When he refused, he grabbed a bottle of champagne, stood him on his head and made the others hold him while he slowly emptied it over him amidst general laughter.


  It was already growing light. Everyone looked pale and weary – except the count.


  ‘Well, it's time to leave for Moscow,’ he said suddenly, getting up. ‘I want you all to come back to the hotel with me and see me off… we'll have some tea.’


  Everyone agreed, except the paterfamilias, who was fast asleep. They piled into the three sledges waiting at the door and drove off to the hotel.
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  ‘Harness the horses!’ shouted the count as he entered the public lounge with all his guests and the gypsies. ‘Sashka! – not the gypsy but my own Sashka – tell the posting-stage keeper that I'll beat him black and blue if he gives me bad horses. And bring us some tea! Zavalshevsky – you see to it, I just want to see how Ilin's getting on,’ he added, going out into the corridor and heading for the uhlan's room.


  Ilin had just finished playing. He had lost his last copeck and was lying face-down on the torn horsehair sofa, pulling out the hairs one by one, putting them in his mouth, biting them through and spitting them out. Two tallow candles, one of which had burnt right down to the paper, stood on a table littered with cards and they struggled feebly against the morning light which now streamed through the windows. The uhlan's mind was a complete blank, as his mania for gambling had stifled all capacity for thought, like a thick blanket of fog. And he did not even have any regrets. He had tried to consider what he should do next – how he could leave without a copeck, how to repay the fifteen thousand roubles that belonged to the regiment, what the commanding officer would have to say about it, what his mother would say and what his fellow officers would say – and he had become so terrified and disgusted with himself that, to banish all these thoughts, he had got up and started pacing the room, trying to step only on the cracks between the floorboards. Once again he went over every detail of that last game. He remembered quite clearly that he had started winning again, cutting a nine and staking two thousand roubles on the king of spades. But the queen was on the right, an ace to the left, the king of diamonds to the right, and so all was lost. If the six had been on the right and the king of diamonds on the left, he would have recouped all his losses, staked everything and won another fifteen thousand clear. And then he would have bought himself an ambler from his regimental commander, another pair of horses – and a phaeton! And what else? Well, everything would have been wonderful, just wonderful!


  He lay on the sofa again and chewed hairs.


  ‘Why are they all singing in number seven?’ he wondered. ‘Turbin must be giving a party. Shall I join them and get well and truly plastered?’ Just then the count entered.


  ‘Well, old man, have they cleaned you out?’ he asked in his loud voice.


  ‘I'll pretend I'm asleep,’ Ilin decided. ‘Otherwise I'll have to talk and I really must get some sleep now.’


  But Turbin went over and stroked his head.


  ‘Tell me, old man, have you been cleaned out? Lost everything? Well?’ Ilin did not reply. The count tugged his sleeve.


  ‘Yes, I've lost. And what's that to you?’ Ilin muttered in a sleepy, indifferent, peevish voice, without changing his position on the bed.


  ‘Everything?’


  ‘Yes. And what of it? Everything. Why should you worry?’


  ‘Now listen to me and tell me the truth, as a fellow officer,’ the count said, in an affectionate, sentimental mood after all the wine he had drunk, still stroking the uhlan's hair. ‘Honestly, I've really taken a liking to you. Now, tell me the truth: if it's the regiment's money you've lost I'll come to your rescue. Tell me before it's too late… was it the regiment's money?’


  Ilin leapt from the sofa.


  ‘Well, if you want me to tell you… don't talk to me… because… well, please don't talk… a bullet in the brains – that's all that's left!’ he added in genuine despair, letting his head fall on his hands and bursting into tears, although only a few moments before he had been calmly contemplating the purchase of an ambler.


  ‘Stop behaving like a little girl! We've all been in trouble at some time or other. It's not as bad as you think, and I'm sure we can sort it out. Wait for me here.’ And the count left the room.


  ‘Where's Squire Lukhnov's room?’ he asked the hotel boy.


  The boy offered to take the count there. Despite the valet's protests that his master had only just returned and was undressing, the count went in. Lukhnov was sitting at a table in his dressing-gown, counting several piles of banknotes that lay in front of him. A bottle of hock, to which he was very partial, stood on the table – after winning so much he had permitted himself this little self-indulgence. Lukhnov eyed the count coldly and sternly through his spectacles, as if he did not recognize his visitor.


  ‘It seems you don't know me,’ the count said, determinedly striding over to the table.


  Lukhnov then appeared to recognize him and asked, ‘What can I do for you?’


  ‘I want to play cards with you,’ Turbin said, sitting down on the sofa.


  ‘Now?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Any other time I'd be only too pleased, but I'm tired now and about to go to bed. Would you care for a glass of wine? It's excellent.’


  ‘I want to play now.’


  ‘I really don't feel like playing any more tonight, Count. Perhaps one of the others will oblige, but I won't, Count. You must excuse me.’


  ‘So you won't play?’


  Lukhnov shrugged his shoulders to express regret at his inability to comply with the count's wishes.


  ‘So, is that final?’


  Another shrug of the shoulders.


  ‘I'm begging you… will you play?’


  Another silence and a swift glance over the top of his spectacles at the count's frowning face.


  ‘Will you play?’ the count roared, banging the table so hard that the bottle fell over and all the wine spilled out. ‘You cheated, didn't you? Now, will you play? I'm asking you for the third time.’


  ‘I told you, no! This is all rather odd, Count. And it's really not quite the thing to come bursting in like this and holding a knife to a man's throat,’ Lukhnov remarked without looking up.


  A brief silence followed, during which the count's face turned paler and paler. Suddenly Lukhnov was stunned by a terrible blow on the head. He fell on to the couch and as he tried to grab the money he gave a piercing, desperate cry that one would never have expected from someone who always gave an impression of such unruffled calm and dignity. Turbin collected the money that was left on the table, brushed aside the valet who had rushed to his master's aid and swiftly strode from the room.


  ‘If you want satisfaction, I'm at your service. I shall be in my room for another half-hour,’ the count added, returning to Lukhnov's door.


  ‘Scoundrel! Thief!’ came from the room. ‘I'll see you in court!’


  Ilin, who had completely ignored the count's promise to rescue him, was still lying on the sofa, choking with tears of despair. Awareness of the predicament he was in, which the count's sympathy and concern had aroused, despite the odd mixture of feelings, thoughts and memories which flooded his mind, had not deserted him. His youth, so rich in hope, his honour, the respect of society, his dreams of love and friendship – all were lost for ever. The fount of his tears had begun to run dry and an all too apathetic feeling of hopelessness was strengthening its hold on him. The thought of suicide, which no longer inspired either repugnance or horror, increasingly crossed his mind. But just then he heard the count's firm footsteps.


  Turbin's face still bore traces of anger, his hands shook slightly, but his eyes shone with kindly good humour and satisfaction.


  ‘There you are, I've won it back for you!’ he said, tossing several bundles of banknotes on to the table. ‘As soon as you've checked it, come to the public lounge – I'm leaving,’ he added, pretending not to notice the unbounded joy and gratitude on the uhlan's face. Whistling a gypsy tune, he left the room.
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  Sashka tightened his belt and announced that the horses were ready. But he insisted that they first go and recover the count's greatcoat which, with the fur collar, was worth three hundred roubles, and return the shabby blue cloak to the scoundrel who had exchanged it for the greatcoat at the ball. But Turbin told him there was no need and went to his room to change.


  The cavalry officer hiccuped incessantly as he sat silently by his gypsy girl. The police chief ordered vodka and invited all the gentlemen to come and have breakfast with him at his house, promising that his wife would make an appearance and dance with the gypsies. The handsome young man was earnestly explaining to Ilyushka that there was more soul in a piano and that it was impossible to play A flats on a guitar. The civil servant sat in one corner drinking his tea and seemed ashamed of his debauchery in the cold light of day. The gypsies quarrelled among themselves in their own language and insisted on honouring the gentlemen with one more song, but Stesha objected, maintaining that the baroray (meaning ‘count’ or ‘prince’ or, more accurately, ‘great nobleman’ in gypsy language) would be angry. In short, the last sparks of revelry were dying now in everyone.


  ‘All right, one farewell song and then we all go home!’ the count said, entering the lounge in his travelling clothes and looking fresher, more cheerful and more handsome than ever.


  Once more the gypsies formed a circle and were about to sing when Ilin came in with a bundle of banknotes in his hand and called the count to one side.


  ‘I had only fifteen thousand in regiment money and you've given me sixteen thousand three hundred!’ he said. ‘So this must be yours.’


  ‘Splendid! Hand it over.’


  Ilin looked timidly at the count as he handed him the money, then opened his mouth to speak, but instead he blushed until the tears came to his eyes. Then he seized the count's hand and squeezed it hard.


  ‘Now, be off with you… Ilyushka!’ the count said. ‘Listen to me. Here's some money, but you must accompany us with songs up to the town gates.’ And he threw the thirteen hundred roubles that Ilin had given him on to Ilyushka's guitar. But he forgot to pay back the cavalry officer the hundred roubles he had borrowed the previous night.


  It was already ten o'clock in the morning. The sun was high over the roofs, the streets were busy, shopkeepers had long opened their doors, gentlefolk and civil servants were driving past and young ladies were strolling from shop to shop in the arcade when the gypsy band, the cavalry officer, the handsome young man, Ilin and the count in the blue bearskin-lined cloak appeared on the front steps of the hotel. It was a sunny day and the snow was melting. Three post-sledges, each drawn by three horses with their tails tied up short, splashed through the slush up to the hotel entrance and the whole lively company got in. The count, Stesha, Ilyushka and the count's batman Sashka sat in the first sledge. Blücher was beside himself with excitement, wagging his tail and barking at the shaft-horse. The rest of the gentlemen climbed into the other two sledges, together with the gypsy men and women. As soon as they left the hotel, the three sledges drew abreast and the gypsies sang in chorus.


  And so, with songs ringing out and bells jingling, they drove right across town until they reached the gates, forcing every vehicle they met up on to the pavement. Shopkeepers, strangers and particularly those who knew them well were thoroughly startled at the sight of those gentlemen riding along the streets in broad daylight, accompanied by songs, gypsy girls and drunken gypsy men. When they had passed the town gates the post-sledges stopped and everyone began to take their leave of the count.


  Ilin, who had drunk a great deal at the farewell party and had driven the horses himself, suddenly became sad and tried to persuade the count to stay just one more day. But when he was finally convinced that this was impossible, he unexpectedly threw himself on his new friend with tearful eyes, embraced him and vowed that he would apply for a transfer to the same hussar regiment as Turbin's the moment he got back. The count was in particularly high spirits. He pushed the cavalry officer who had been overfamiliar with him that morning into a snowdrift, set Blücher on the police chief, took Stesha in his arms and wanted to take her with him to Moscow. Finally he leapt into his sledge and made Blücher sit beside him, although his dog would have preferred to sit in the middle. Sashka, having once again urged the cavalry officer to recover the count's greatcoat and send it on, leapt on to the driver's seat. The count shouted, ‘Let's go!’, took off his cap, waved it over his head, whistled at the horses like a sleigh-driver, and the three sledges moved off in their respective directions.


  A monotonous snowy waste with a dirty yellow ribbon of road winding over it stretched far into the distance. The bright sun sparkled playfully on the transparent icy crust over the thawing snow, pleasantly warming the face and back. Clouds of steam rose from the sweating horses. Sleigh-bells jingled. A peasant with an overloaded sledge that kept swerving away from him hastily made way, tugging at the ropes that served as reins, his wet bast13 shoes plashing as he ran through the slush. A fat, red-faced peasant woman with a child wrapped in the breast of her sheepskin coat was sitting on another laden sledge, urging on her white, thin-tailed nag with the ends of the reins. The count suddenly remembered Anna.


  ‘Turn back!’ he shouted.


  The driver did not understand at first.


  ‘Turn back. Back to town! And hurry up!’


  The sleigh passed through the gates again and briskly drove up to the wooden steps of Mrs Zaitsev's house. The count dashed up and raced through the entrance-hall and drawing-room. Finding the little widow still in bed, he took her in his arms, lifted her out of bed, kissed her sleepy eyes and quickly retraced his steps. Anna was so drowsy that she could only lick her lips and ask, ‘What happened?’ The count leapt into his sleigh, shouted to the driver and, with no further delay, without even a thought for Lukhnov, for the little widow, for Stesha, but only for what was in store for him in Moscow, left the town of K— for ever.
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  Twenty years had passed. Much water had flowed under the bridge, many had died, many had been born, many had grown up or become old; even more ideas than people had been born and had died. Much of what was good, much of what was bad in the old days, had perished; much that was new and beautiful had come to maturity; and even more that was immature and monstrous had come into the world.


  Count Fyodor Turbin had been killed long ago in a duel by some foreigner he had horsewhipped in the street. His son, an exact replica of his father, was a charming young man of twenty-three and was serving in the Horse Guards. In temperament, young Turbin was completely different from his father. There was no trace in him of those wild, passionate and, frankly speaking, dissipated urges so typical of the older generation. Besides intelligence, education and inherited talent, his outstanding qualities were a love of respectability and comfort, a practical way of judging people and circumstances, prudence and good sense. The young count had made rapid progress in the army and at twenty-three was already a lieutenant. When military operations began he decided his best chance of promotion was to enlist for active service, so he obtained a transfer to a hussar regiment, where he served as captain, and before long was given a squadron to command.


  In May 1848 the S— hussar regiment was passing through the province of K— and the squadron under young Count Turbin's command was to stay the night in the village of Morozovka – Mrs Zaitsev's estate. Anna was still alive, but now she was so far from young that she no longer looked upon herself as such, which of course is highly significant for a woman. She had grown very plump (which is supposed to make a woman look younger), but deep wrinkles now lined that soft white corpulence. She never rode into town and in fact found it quite an effort to climb into her carriage. But she was as good-hearted as ever and just as silly: the truth may now be told, as she no longer possessed the captivating beauty to seduce us into thinking otherwise. Living with her were her daughter, Liza, a Russian country beauty of twenty-three and her brother – that same cavalry officer with whom we are already acquainted. Having squandered his inheritance through his generosity, he had finally found refuge in his old age at Anna's. His hair was quite grey now and his upper lip drooped, although the moustache over it was still carefully dyed black. Not only his forehead and cheeks, but even his nose and neck were covered with wrinkles; his back was bent. For all that, there was still something of the old cavalry officer in his feeble, crooked legs.


  That same evening Anna, with all her family and the servants, was sitting in the small drawing-room of the old house whose veranda door and windows opened on to an old-fashioned, star-shaped garden full of lime trees. Grey-haired, in her lilac quilted jacket, she was sitting on the sofa by a round mahogany table laying out cards for patience. Her old brother, in clean white trousers and blue jacket, had settled himself by a window and was crocheting something with white cotton thread, a hobby his niece had taught him and of which he had become extremely fond, as he could really do nothing else and his eyes were now too weak to allow him to read the newspaper, his favourite pastime.


  Pimochka, a little girl adopted by Anna, was sitting nearby doing her lessons under the supervision of Liza, who at the same time was knitting her uncle a pair of goat's wool stockings with wooden needles. As always at this time of day the last rays of the setting sun shone obliquely through the avenue of lime trees, illuminating the furthest window and the étagère standing just by it. It was so quiet in the garden and the room that one could hear the rapid flutter of a swallow's wings outside the window, Anna's soft sighs inside the room, or the old man's grunts as he crossed his legs.


  ‘Where should I put this card? Please show me, Liza, I keep forgetting,’ Anna said, stopping for a moment.


  Without interrupting her work, Liza went over to her mother and glanced at the cards.


  ‘Oh, you've mixed them all up, dear Mamma!’ she said, rearranging the cards. ‘Now, that's how it should go. But it will still come out – you guessed correctly,’ she added, taking away one card without her mother noticing.


  ‘You're always deceiving me, telling me it will come out!’


  ‘But it will – look, it has!’


  ‘All right, all right, you crafty girl. Now, isn't it time for tea?’


  ‘I've already told them to heat the samovar. I'll go and see to it right away… Would you like your tea in here? Come on, Pimochka, if you finish your lesson we can go for a run in the garden.’


  And Liza went towards the door.


  ‘Liza, dear Lizanka!’ her uncle exclaimed, looking intently at his crocheting hook. ‘I seem to have dropped a stitch again. Pick it up for me, there's a dear.’


  ‘In a minute. Just let me give the maids this lump of sugar to break up.’


  And sure enough, three minutes later, she ran back into the room, went over to her uncle and pulled his ear.


  ‘That's for dropping your stitches.’ She laughed. ‘Why, you haven't even finished today's lesson!’


  ‘Oh, never mind. Please see to it, there's a little knot or something.’


  Liza took the hook, pulled a pin out of her kerchief, which gently billowed in the breeze from the window, somehow managed to pick up the stitch with it, looped it through twice and handed the hook back to her uncle.


  ‘Now, I'd like a kiss for helping you,’ she said, offering her rosy cheek and pinning back her kerchief. ‘You may have some rum in your tea today, it's Friday, you know.’


  Again she went to the tea-room.


  ‘Uncle, come and look! The hussars are coming!’ she called out in her rich voice.


  Anna went with her brother to the tea-room, whose windows faced the village, to watch the hussars. But all they could see from the window in that thick cloud of dust was a moving mass of men.


  ‘What a shame, sister,’ Liza's uncle remarked to Anna, ‘that the house is so small and that the new wing's not finished yet. We could have invited some officers to stay. Hussar officers are such fine, cheerful young men. I'd have loved to see them.’


  ‘Well, I'd have been only too pleased, but you know we've no room. There's just my bedroom, Liza's room, the drawing-room and your own. So where could we have put them? Mikhailo has cleaned the elder's hut, he says it's spotless now.’


  ‘Liza, shouldn't we go and find a husband for you, a nice dashing hussar!’ her uncle said.


  ‘No, I don't want a hussar. I want an uhlan. Weren't you in the uhlans, Uncle?… I don't want anything to do with hussars. People say they're a terribly wild lot.’


  Liza blushed faintly, but again she laughed her sonorous laugh. ‘Look, there's Ustyushka running back. We must ask her what she's seen,’ she said.


  Anna sent for Ustyushka. ‘I suppose you don't have enough work to do,’ Anna said. ‘I ask you, running off like that to look at some soldiers! Well, tell me where the officers are being put up for the night.’


  ‘In Yeremkin's hut, madam. There's two of them, and so handsome! They say one's a count!’


  ‘What's his name?’


  ‘Kazarov, or Turbinov, or something like that. Sorry, I've forgotten.’


  ‘You stupid girl, can't you tell us anything! You might at least have found out his name.’


  ‘I'll run off and ask if you like.’


  ‘That's what you're good at, isn't it, running off! No, let Danilo go. You tell him, brother, and ask if the officers need anything. We must be as polite to them as we possibly can. Let Mikhailo say his mistress sent him.’


  The old couple sat down in the tea-room again, while Liza went to the maids' room to put the sugar back in the box. Ustyushka was there, telling the others all about the hussars.


  ‘Yes, Miss, that count is so handsome!’ she said. ‘Just like a cherub, with black eyebrows. Now, if you found a husband like that what a lovely couple you'd make!’


  The other maids smiled approvingly. The old nurse who was sitting by the window darning a stocking sighed and drew a deep breath as she murmured a prayer to herself.


  ‘So those hussars really took your fancy?’ Liza said. ‘Yes, you like nothing better than gossiping about these things! Now, bring us a fruit drink, Ustyushka. Something sharpish that the hussars will like.’


  Laughing to herself, Liza left the room with the sugar-bowl.


  ‘I'd love to have a look at that hussar,’ she thought. ‘Is he dark or fair? I've no doubt he'd be delighted to meet us. But then he might pass by without even knowing I existed, without ever knowing that I was here thinking about him. And how many like him have already passed me by! No one ever sees me, except Uncle and Ustyushka. However nicely I do my hair, whatever sleeves I wear, there's no one here to admire me,’ she reflected, sighing as she looked at her plump white arm. ‘I suppose he is tall, with large eyes and possibly a small black moustache. Oh dear, I'm already twenty-two and the only person ever to have fallen for me was that pock-faced Ivan Ipatych. Four years ago I was even prettier. But now my girlhood has passed without bringing joy to anyone. Oh, I'm so unlucky! I'm just a poor country girl!’


  The country girl was roused from her brief reverie by her mother calling her to pour out the tea. She tossed her head back and went into the tea-room.


  The best things in life always happen by chance: the more one tries, the worse things turn out. Country dwellers rarely do very much about their children's education, so for the most part the education turns out excellent. This was so in Liza's case. With her limited intellect and easy-going nature, Anna herself had not given Liza any education at all. She had taught her neither music, nor French, which is so very useful. Purely by chance she had presented her husband with a healthy, pretty child – a daughter – whom she entrusted to a wet-nurse and nanny. She had fed her, dressed her in cotton frocks and goatskin shoes, sent her out to play and gather mushrooms and berries and engaged a young student to teach her reading, writing and arithmetic. Sixteen years later she came to realize (purely by chance) that in Liza she had a good friend and a perpetually cheerful, kind-hearted and hard-working housekeeper. As she herself was so kind-hearted, Anna was always looking after little girls, either serf children or foundlings.


  Ever since she was ten, Liza had helped to look after these children. She taught them, dressed them, took them to church and scolded them when they were particularly naughty. And then along came her senile, good-hearted uncle, who needed to be tended like a baby. Then there were the house servants and the peasants, who came to the young mistress with all their aches and pains, which she treated with elderflower water, mint and camphorated spirits. Then there was the housekeeping which – purely by chance – had fallen on her shoulders. And then there was an unsatisfied longing for love which awoke in her and for which she found an outlet in love of nature and in religion. And so, purely by chance, Liza grew into a busy, good-natured, cheerful, independent, chaste and deeply religious young woman. True, her pride suffered somewhat when she saw neighbours in church wearing fashionable hats brought from the town of K – and her irritable old mother's whims sometimes drove her to tears. And there were those dreams of love which took the most absurd and sometimes crude forms, but which were banished by her useful work, which had grown into a necessity. Consequently, at twenty-two, not one blemish, not one regret marred the pure, serene soul of this mature young woman, so rich in moral and physical beauty.


  Liza was of medium height, with a full rather than slight figure. Her eyes were small, brown and faintly shadowed on the lower lids; her hair was long and fair. She would walk with long strides and with a gentle swaying motion. When she was busy and had no particular worries on her mind, her expression seemed to say to all who looked at it: life is wonderful, life is a joy for those whose consciences are clear and who have someone to love. Even in moments of annoyance, indignation, alarm or sadness, when tears came to her eyes, when her lips became tightly pressed and her left eyebrow frowned – even then, as if against her will, the light of her kind, honest heart, untainted by sophistication, would shine in the dimples of her cheeks, the corners of her mouth and in those sparkling eyes that were always smiling with the joy of living.
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  It was still hot, although the sun was setting, when the squadron entered Morozovka. A spotted cow that had strayed from the herd ran ahead of it along the dusty village road. Unable to understand that it only had to move to one side, it kept anxiously looking round, stopping to low every now and then. Both sides of the road were crowded with old peasants, their wives and children, and with servants from the manor house eagerly watching the hussars ride along in a thick cloud of dust, curbing their black, bridled, snorting horses. To the right of the squadron rode two officers, loosely seated on their handsome black horses. One of them was Turbin, the commanding officer, and the other was Polozov, extremely young and recently commissioned.


  Out of the best hut in the village emerged a hussar in a white tunic.


  Raising his cap, he went up to the two officers.


  ‘Where are our quarters?’ asked the count.


  ‘For Your Excellency?’ the quartermaster replied, stiffening up. ‘We've cleaned this hut out – it belongs to the village elder. I did ask if they had anything at the manor house, but they said they've no room. The lady there seems very bad-tempered.’


  ‘All right,’ the count said, dismounting and stretching his legs as he went over to the hut. ‘Has my carriage arrived?’


  ‘That it has, Your Excellency!’ the quartermaster replied, pointing with his cap at the leather body of the carriage that could be seen through the gates and dashing forward to the entrance of the hut where a whole peasant family had gathered to look at the officers. He even pushed one old woman over as he flung open the door of the freshly cleaned hut to let the count pass.


  The hut was quite large and roomy, but not very clean. The German valet, dressed like a gentleman, had put up an iron bedstead and was taking linen out of a travelling-bag.


  ‘Ugh, what a dump!’ the count said, extremely annoyed. ‘Dyadenko! Did they really have nothing at the manor house?’


  ‘If Your Excellency so wishes I'll send someone over again,’ Dyadenko replied. ‘But it's not much of a place either – not much better than this hut.’


  ‘Don't bother, it's too late now. Go away!’


  And the count lay down on the bed with his hands under his head.


  ‘Johann!’ he shouted to his valet. ‘You've made a lump in the middle again! Why can't you make a bed properly?’


  Johann started smoothing it out.


  ‘No, leave it. Where's my dressing-gown?’ he continued in a petulant voice. The valet gave him his dressing-gown.


  Before putting it on, the count inspected the front.


  ‘Just as I thought, you haven't got rid of that stain. I don't think anyone can have a worse valet than you!’ he added, snatching the dressing-gown from him and putting it on. ‘Tell me, do you do this on purpose? Is tea ready?’


  ‘I haven't had time…’ Johann replied.


  ‘Idiot!’


  The count picked up a French novel that lay open and read for some time in silence. Johann went out to heat the samovar. The count was clearly in a very bad mood, doubtless due to tiredness, a dusty face, tight clothing and an empty stomach.


  ‘Johann!’ he shouted again. ‘Account for those ten roubles I gave you. What did you buy in town?’


  The count inspected the list and grumbled about the high prices.


  ‘I'd like some rum in my tea.’


  ‘I didn't buy any,’ Johann replied.


  ‘That's splendid! How many times have I told you that we should always keep some rum?’


  ‘I didn't have enough money.’


  ‘Then why didn't Polozov buy some? You could have got some from his man.’


  ‘Cornet Polozov? I don't know… I think he only bought tea and sugar…’


  ‘You swine! Now get out! There's no one who tries my patience like you… You know I always have rum in my tea when we're on the move.’


  ‘Here's two letters from headquarters for you,’ the valet said.


  Without getting up, the count opened the letters and started reading.


  The cornet, who had just seen to his men's quarters, entered with a cheery face. ‘Well, what do you think, Turbin? Not bad. I must confess, I'm damned tired. It was very hot today.’


  ‘Not bad? A filthy stinking hut, and no rum, thanks to you. That blockhead of yours didn't buy any, nor did this one. You could at least have told your man to buy some.’


  And he carried on reading. When he finished the first letter, he crumpled it up and threw it on the floor.


  Meanwhile, out in the hall, the cornet whispered to his orderly, ‘Why didn't you buy any rum? You had enough money, didn't you?’


  ‘But why do we always have to fork out? As it is, I pay for everything. That German of his does nothing but smoke his pipe!’


  The second letter was evidently not disagreeable, since the count smiled as he read it.


  ‘Who is it from?’ asked Polozov, who had returned to the room and was making up a bed on some boards by the stove.


  ‘It's from Mina,’ the count replied gaily, handing him the letter. ‘Care to read it? What a delightful woman… really, so much better than our local girls… Just see how much feeling and wit there is in that letter! But there's one thing I don't like – she's asking for money.’


  ‘Yes, that's bad,’ the cornet agreed.


  ‘To be honest, I did promise her some, but then we all went marching off and besides… Anyway, if I'm in command of this squadron for another three months I'll be able to send her some. I certainly wouldn't begrudge her… Charming, eh?’ he asked with a smile, watching Polozov's face as he read the letter.


  ‘Awfully ungrammatical, but rather charming. It seems as if she really loves you,’ the cornet replied.


  ‘Hm! Of course she does. It's only women like her who truly love – when they do happen to love!’


  ‘And who's the other one from?’ the cornet asked, handing back the letter he had just finished reading.


  ‘Oh, that? It's from some rotter to whom I lost at cards and this is the third time he's reminded me of the fact… I can't pay him just now… A stupid letter!’ the count added, clearly annoyed by the reminder.


  After this the two officers said nothing for a while. The cornet, evidently influenced by the count's mood, did not feel like talking and drank his tea in silence, glancing every now and then at the handsome but clouded face of Turbin, who stood and stared out of the window.


  ‘Oh well, it might turn out all right,’ the count suddenly said, turning to Polozov with a cheerful shake of the head. ‘If there are promotions this year by seniority and we manage to get some active service in as well, I might be able to steal a march on some of my friends who are captains in the Guards.’


  They were still discussing the same topic over a second glass of tea when old Danilo came in with Mrs Zaitsev's message.


  ‘And I was also to ask if Your Honour happens to be Count Turbin's son,’ Danilo added of his own accord, recognizing the name and remembering the count's stay in the town of K—. ‘Mrs Zaitsev, my mistress, knew him very well.’


  ‘He was my father. Go and tell your mistress that I'm deeply grateful, but there's nothing we need. But you might ask her if she could find us a cleaner room – at the manor house perhaps, or somewhere else.’


  ‘Why did you say that?’ Polozov asked when Danilo had gone. ‘What does it matter? – we're only here for one night. Now they'll go and put themselves to a lot of trouble.’


  ‘What are you talking about? I think we've both had our fair share of dossing down in smoky huts. Obviously you're not the practical type. Why shouldn't we take advantage of living like human beings again, if only for one night? They'll be only too pleased. But there's one thing I don't like… if she really did know my father,’ the count continued, displaying his white, sparkling teeth in a broad smile. ‘At times I feel ashamed of dear departed Papa, I'm always hearing about some scandal, some debt. That's why I simply hate running into his old friends. Well, that's how they lived in those days!’ he added solemnly.


  ‘I forgot to tell you,’ Polozov said, ‘that I happened to bump into an uhlan brigade commander by the name of Ilin. He was very keen to meet you, simply doted on your father.’


  ‘From what I hear, that Ilin's absolute trash. The worst of it is that these fine gentlemen who claim to have known my father in order to get into my good books like to tell stories about him as if they were pleasing to the ear. But it makes me really ashamed to listen to them. It's all true and, as you know, I always try to look at things coolly and objectively. I don't deny that he was too hot-tempered and sometimes did things that were nothing to be proud of, but we can blame the times for that. Nowadays he might have been a great success and, to give him his due, he was extremely talented.’


  A quarter of an hour later Danilo returned with an invitation from his mistress: would the gentlemen be so good as to spend the night at the manor house.
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  When she discovered that the hussar officer was the son of Count Turbin, Anna bustled about the house with a vengeance.


  ‘Good heavens! The dear boy! Danilo! Run and tell them your mistress is inviting them to stay…’ she had said, leaping to her feet and dashing off to the maids’ room. ‘Lizanka, Ustyushka! Liza – we must prepare your room – you can move into Uncle's. As for you, dear brother, you won't mind spending the night in the drawing-room, will you? It won't hurt you, for one night.’


  ‘Of course I don't mind, dear sister! I can bed down on the floor.’


  ‘He must be handsome if he's anything like the father. Oh, just to have one look at the dear boy! You'll see, Liza. The father was so handsome!… Where are you taking that table? Leave it here,’ Anna said, rushing about. ‘And bring two beds – can fetch one from the estate steward's place. And take that crystal candlestick, the one my brother gave me for my birthday, and put a stearin candle in it.’


  Finally all was ready. Despite her mother's interference, Liza arranged her room for the officers the way she wanted. She brought fresh bed-linen scented with mignonette, made the beds herself and had a carafe of water and some candles placed on the small bedside tables. Then she burned some perfumed paper in the maids' room and made up a bed for herself in her uncle's room. Anna felt more relaxed now that all the preparations had been made and she sat down in her usual place and even picked up her cards again. But instead of laying them out she leaned her puffy elbows on the table and became lost in thought. ‘How time flies!’ she whispered to herself. ‘Can it be so long ago? I can see him now. Oh, he was so daring!’ And tears came to her eyes. ‘Now it's Liza's turn… but she's not the same as I was at her age… She's pretty, but not how I used to be…’


  ‘Liza, you should wear your mousseline-de-laine dress this evening.’


  ‘You're not going to entertain them this evening, are you, Mother? I don't think you should,’ Liza said, unable to suppress her excitement at the thought of meeting the two officers. But in actual fact fear of some deeply disturbing happiness that possibly awaited her outweighed any desire to see them.


  ‘Perhaps they themselves will want to meet us, Liza dear,’ Anna said, stroking her daughter's hair and thinking, ‘No, her hair isn't like mine was at her age. No, Liza, how I would wish…’


  And there really was something she earnestly desired for her daughter. But she would not even think of her marrying the count, nor did she want her to have the kind of relationship she had had with the father. Yet there was something she fervently desired for her daughter. Perhaps it was just that she wanted to relive, through her, what she had felt for the late count?


  The old cavalry officer was also excited at the count's arrival. He went to his room, locked himself in and emerged a quarter of an hour later in military tunic and light blue trousers. With that same look of self-conscious pleasure assumed by young girls when they don a ball gown for the first time, he entered the room that had been prepared for the officers.


  ‘Now I'll be able to look at this new breed of hussars, dear sister! The late count was a true hussar, in every sense of the word. Well, we shall see!’


  The officers went to the room that had been prepared for them by the back door.


  ‘There – what did I tell you?’ the count said, lying down on the freshly made bed as he was, in his dusty boots. ‘Isn't this better than that cockroach-infested hut?’


  ‘Yes it is, but we've put ourselves under an obligation to our hosts…’


  ‘Rubbish! You must always be practical. Rest assured that they'll be delighted… Boy!’ he shouted. ‘Ask them to hang something over that window or there'll be a terrible draught in here tonight.’


  Just then the old man came in to introduce himself. Although it brought a faint blush to his cheeks, he did not omit to tell them of course that he and the late count had been bosom friends, that the count had shown him many favours and that more than once the count had been indebted to him for certain services rendered. Whether by ‘services’ he meant the count's non-payment of the hundred roubles he had borrowed, or the time when he was shoved into a snowdrift, or sworn at, the old man did not say. The young count was extremely polite to the old officer and thanked him for putting them up for the night.


  ‘You must forgive us, Count, if it's not very luxurious (he almost said ‘Your Excellency’, so unused had he become to addressing people of high rank). My sister's house is so small. Yes, we'll hang something up over that window right away to stop the draught,’ the old man added, using the curtain as an excuse to go and tell the others all about the officers without delay and shuffling away.


  Pretty Ustyushka came in to drape her mistress's shawl over the window. Her mistress had also told her to ask the gentlemen if they would care for some tea.


  The civilized surroundings had evidently raised the count's spirits. He smiled gaily and joked with Ustyushka so cheerfully that she called him naughty and when she asked them if they would like some tea he told her that she could by all means bring it, but most important, since their batman had not prepared supper yet, could they have some vodka, something to eat, and some sherry, if there was any in the house?


  Uncle was enraptured by the young count's manners and praised the younger generation of officers to the skies, saying that the young men of today were far superior to their predecessors.


  Anna disagreed – no one could ever outshine Count Fyodor Turbin – and in the end became quite angry, drily remarking, ‘For you, dear brother, the last person to be kind to you is always the best. Of course, everyone knows that people have become more clever these days, but Count Turbin danced the écossaise so superbly and was so charming that everyone simply lost their heads – although he only had eyes for me. So you see, there were fine men in the old days too.’


  Just then the maid came in to tell them of the officers' request for vodka, food and sherry.


  ‘Honestly! You never do the right thing, dear brother! You should have ordered some supper for them,’ Anna said. ‘Liza, please see to it, dear.’


  Liza ran to the larder for pickled mushrooms and fresh butter, and told cook to make some rissoles.


  ‘Do you have any sherry left, brother?’


  ‘No, I never had any.’


  ‘How's that? What is it you're always pouring in your tea?’


  ‘Rum, my dear Anna.’


  ‘Well, it doesn't make any difference, does it? Give them some of that… rum. But shouldn't we invite them in here? You know about these things, brother. I don't think they would take offence.’


  The cavalry officer said he would vouch for the fact that the count would be much too good-natured to refuse and that he would bring them without fail. Anna went to put on her silk dress and a new bonnet, but Liza was too busy to change her wide-sleeved pink linen dress. She was terribly nervous: she sensed that something momentous was about to happen and it was as if some dark, menacing storm cloud were hanging over her. She imagined this hussar, this handsome count, to be some perfectly new kind of being, incomprehensible but beautiful. His manners, his habits, his conversation – everything about him must be unusual, so unlike anything she had ever encountered before. All that he said or thought must be true and clever; all that he did must be honourable; and his whole appearance must be beautiful in every detail. If he had requested a perfumed bath, besides the food and sherry, she would not have been surprised, nor would she have blamed him: on the contrary, she would have been firmly convinced that it was only right and proper.


  The count agreed at once when the cavalry officer extended his sister's invitation. He combed his hair, put on his coat and took out his cigar-case.


  ‘Let's go,’ he told Polozov.


  ‘I really don't think we should,’ the cornet replied. ‘Ils feront des frais pour nous recevoir.’14


  ‘Nonsense. They'll be only too delighted. Besides, I've already made some inquiries – it seems there's a pretty daughter… Come on,’ the count replied in French.


  ‘Je vous en prie, messieurs!’15 the cavalry officer said, to let them know that he too knew French and understood what they had said.
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  Too shy to look at the officers when they entered the room, Liza blushed and looked down, pretending to be busy filling the teapot. But Anna quickly got up, curtseyed and, without taking her eyes off his face, she talked to the count, commenting on his remarkable likeness to his father, introduced her daughter and then offered him tea, jam and fruit compote. The cornet was so modest in his appearance that everyone ignored him: this pleased him immensely, as it gave him the opportunity of studying (within the bounds of propriety) Liza's beauty, which


  had evidently taken him quite by surprise. Uncle sat and listened to his sister talking to the count, eagerly awaiting his chance to narrate his reminiscences as a cavalry officer. During tea the count lit such a strong cigar that Liza found it difficult not to cough. He was very talkative and charming, at first filling the intervals in Anna's incessant chatter with a few little anecdotes and then holding the stage himself. One thing, however, struck his audience as rather odd and this was his use of certain words which, although they would not have been considered at all risqué in his own circle, were a little daring in the present company. Anna was somewhat alarmed, while Liza blushed furiously. But the count did not notice and he remained as charming and composed as ever.


  Liza silently filled the glasses and instead of putting them in her guests' hands, set them down within easy reach. She still had not got over her initial excitement and eagerly listened to every word the count said. The triteness of his stories and rather hesitant delivery gradually made her feel more relaxed. She heard none of the brilliant witticisms that she had been expecting, nor could she detect a trace of that general refinement she had been vaguely hoping for. Over the third glass of tea, when her timid eyes happened to meet his and he had continued to stare at her – rather too calmly for her liking – smiling the faintest of smiles, she felt a certain hostility welling up inside her and soon came to realize that not only was he very ordinary, but that he was no different from anyone else she knew and that she had no reason to feel afraid of him. True, he did have long, well-manicured fingernails, but he was not particularly handsome. And Liza suddenly abandoned her cherished dream (not without a certain regret) and regained her composure. All that disturbed her now was the taciturn cornet's gaze, permanently fixed on her. ‘Perhaps it's not to be the count, but this one!’ she thought.
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  After tea the old lady invited her guests into the other room and settled into her usual place.


  ‘Don't you feel like a rest, Count?’ she asked. ‘Well, how can we amuse you, my dear guests?’ she continued, after a negative answer. ‘Do you play cards, Count? Come on, dear brother, you should be looking after them! Why don't you arrange a hand of something?…’


  ‘You play preference,16 don't you?’ replied the cavalry officer. ‘Why don't we all play? Would you like to, Count? And you?’


  The officers expressed their willingness to do anything their charming hosts suggested.


  Liza brought the old pack of cards she used for telling the future – whether Anna's toothache would soon be better, whether Uncle would return from town the same day as he went, whether a neighbouring lady would visit them that morning, and so on. Although these cards had been used for about two months, they were cleaner than those used by Anna for telling fortunes.


  ‘Perhaps you don't care to play for small stakes?’ Uncle asked. ‘Anna and I usually play for half a copeck a point. Even so, she usually wins all our money.’


  ‘I'd be delighted to play for whatever you wish,’ the count replied.


  ‘Splendid! So, let it be one copeck a time in paper money17 – honour of such distinguished guests! Let them make a beggar out of an old woman!’ Anna said, settling into her armchair and arranging her mantilla. ‘Who knows, perhaps I'll win a rouble off them,’ Anna wondered. In her old age she had conceived a mild passion for cards, it seemed.


  ‘If you like, I'll show you how to play with tables and misères,’18 the count suggested. ‘It's great fun.’


  Everyone was delighted with the new St Petersburg style of playing. Uncle even claimed that he was familiar with it, that it was in fact the same as boston, only he was a little rusty. Anna understood nothing, however, and she understood nothing for so long that she finally felt compelled to smile and nod approvingly that she did understand it and that all was perfectly clear. There was a loud outburst of laughter in the middle of the game when Anna, holding the ace and king, declared ‘misére’ and was left with six tricks. She became quite flustered, smiled weakly and hastened to assure the others that she was not really used to the new style yet. All the same, the others scored against her, and scored heavily, particularly as the count, accustomed to playing for high stakes, played very cautiously, keeping an exact tally of the points and failing to understand the reason either for the cornet's kicks under the table or the latter's glaring blunders when calling tricks.


  Liza fetched some more compote, three kinds of jam and some specially soaked apples. She stood behind her mother, watching the game and occasionally glancing at the officers, particularly at the count's white hands and pink manicured nails as he threw down his cards and took tricks with such skill, assurance and style.


  Anna rashly tried to outbid the others, declaring seven tricks and making only four, for which she was fined and had to pay a forfeit. After scribbling some indecipherable figures at her brother's request, she became dreadfully confused and completely lost her head.


  ‘Don't worry, Mamma, you can still win it back!’ Liza said, smiling, anxious to rescue her mother from her ridiculous situation. ‘Let Uncle make a forfeit, then he'll be in trouble!’


  ‘I wish you'd help me, Liza!’ Anna exclaimed, giving her daughter a frightened look. ‘I don't know how to play…’


  ‘I don't know either,’ Liza replied, mentally adding up her mother's losses. ‘But I do know that you'll lose everything if you go on like that, Mamma. We won't even have enough for Pimochka's new dress,’ she added in jest.


  ‘Yes, that way you can very easily lose ten silver roubles,’ said the cornet, looking at Liza and longing to talk to her.


  ‘Oh – I thought we were playing with paper money?’ Anna asked, glancing at everyone.


  ‘I don't know what we're playing with, but I can't calculate in paper money,’ the count said. ‘What is it? I mean, what is paper money?’


  ‘Well, nowadays nobody counts in paper money any more,’ chimed in Uncle, who had played very steadily and was winning.


  The old lady ordered some sparkling fruit drinks, drank two glasses herself, became very flushed and appeared to have abandoned herself to her fate. She did not even bother to tuck in a lock of her grey hair that had strayed from under her bonnet. No doubt she thought that she had lost millions and was completely ruined. The cornet kicked the count under the table even more. As for the count, he made a careful note of all the old lady's losses. Finally the game finished. Despite all Anna's dishonest attempts to increase her score, pretending to have made a mistake in her arithmetic, at which she had never been very good, and despite her horror at the extent of her losses, it finally turned out that she had lost nine hundred and twenty points.


  ‘Is that nine roubles in paper money?’ she asked several times. She was quite unable to understand the magnitude of her losses until her brother explained to her great dismay that she had lost thirty-two and a half roubles in paper money, which must be paid without fail. The count did not even bother to add up his winnings, but as soon as the game was over went to the window at which Liza was laying out refreshments and emptying some pickled mushrooms from a jar on to a plate for supper. Quite coolly and calmly he did what the cornet had been dying to do the whole evening but had not succeeded – he began a conversation with Liza about the weather.


  Now the cornet was in a most disagreeable situation. In the absence of the count, and especially of Liza, who had managed to keep her mother cheerful, Anna gave full vent to her feelings.


  ‘It's too bad, winning all that money from you,’ Polozov remarked for the sake of saying something. ‘It's quite disgraceful!’


  ‘I should say so, with all those “tables” and “miséres” you thought up! I've no idea how to play them. Well then, what did you say it comes to in paper money?’


  ‘Thirty-two roubles, thirty-two and a half,’ said the old cavalry officer, whose winnings had put him in a jolly mood. ‘Now, give me the money, dear sister! Give it to me!’


  ‘I'll pay up, but you won't catch me again, oh no! I'd never win all that money back as long as I live!’


  And Anna hurried off to her room, hurriedly swaying from side to side and returned with nine paper roubles. It was only at the old man's insistence that she paid up in full.


  Polozov was rather apprehensive that Anna would give him a taste of her tongue if he ventured a conversation with her, so he quietly slipped away and joined the count and Liza, who were talking at the open window.


  On the table laid for supper stood two tallow candles. Now and then their flames flickered in the fresh, warm breath of the May night. It was light at the window opening on to the garden, but it was quite different from the light in the room. An almost full moon, which was losing its golden tinge, was sailing over the tall lime trees, shedding ever more light on the delicate white clouds that ran across it from time to time. A full-throated chorus of frogs croaked down by the pond and part of its surface, silvered by the moon, could be glimpsed through the trees in the avenue. Some little birds lightly hopped from branch to branch and ruffled their feathers in the fragrant lilac bush whose dewy blossoms occasionally gently swayed beneath the window.


  ‘What marvellous weather!’ said the count, going over to Liza and sitting on the window sill. ‘I suppose you go for lots of walks?’


  ‘Yes,’ replied Liza, who for some reason did not feel at all embarrassed talking to the count. ‘At seven o'clock in the morning I see to things in the house and then take a short stroll with Pimochka, the little girl Mamma adopted.’


  ‘It must be so pleasant living in the country,’ the count said, screwing his monocle into his eye and looking at the garden and Liza in turn. ‘Do you ever walk at night, when there's a moon?’


  ‘Not any more. But about two years ago Uncle and I used to go out every night there was a moon. But then he began suffering from a strange complaint – insomnia. Whenever the moon was full he couldn't sleep. His room – that one over there – opens directly on to the garden. The window's very low and the moon shone straight on to him.’


  ‘Strange,’ remarked the count. ‘I thought that it was your room.’


  ‘No, I'm sleeping there only tonight. The one you have is mine.’


  ‘Really?… Good heavens, I'll never forgive myself for putting you out,’ the count said, letting his monocle drop from his eye as a sign of his sincerity. ‘Had I known that I was inconveniencing you…’


  ‘It's no inconvenience! On the contrary, I'm only too pleased. Uncle's room is so charming, so light and cheerful, with that low window. I think I'll sit there until I fall asleep, or perhaps I'll climb out into the garden and walk a little before I go to bed.’


  ‘What a splendid girl!’ the count thought, replacing his monocle to get a better look at her and trying to touch her foot with his as he pretended to be making himself comfortable on the window sill. ‘And how artfully she let me know that I can see her at the window if I so wish.’ So easy did a conquest appear now that Liza even lost most of her attraction.


  ‘How delightful it must be,’ he observed, looking thoughtfully at the dark avenue of trees, ‘to spend a night such as this in a garden, with someone you love.’


  This remark, and a further seemingly chance touch of his leg, embarrassed Liza. Without thinking and in her anxiety to hide her confusion she said, ‘Yes, it's lovely walking in the moonlight.’ A rather unpleasant feeling came over her, so she put away the mushroom jar and was about to walk from the window when the cornet joined them. Now she had a sudden impulse to discover what kind of man he was.


  ‘What a beautiful night!’ he said.


  ‘All they can talk about is the weather,’ Liza thought.


  ‘And what a marvellous view!’ the cornet continued. ‘But I should imagine you're tired of it by now,’ he added, from his strange habit of saying something disagreeable to those he liked very much.


  ‘What makes you think that? One grows tired of the same food or wearing the same dress, but never of a beautiful garden if one likes walking, especially when the moon is even higher. From Uncle's room you can see the whole pond – I shall look at it tonight.’


  ‘You don't have any nightingales, do you?’ the count asked, furious at Polozov for joining them, thus preventing him from finding out what precisely she had in mind regarding a rendezvous.


  ‘No, we used to have them, but only last year some sportsman caught one and this year – last week in fact – heard one singing beautifully. But then the police officer drove up and his carriage bells frightened it away. Two years ago Uncle and I used to sit under the trees in the avenue listening to them for two hours at a time.’


  ‘What's that little chatterbox telling you now?’ Uncle asked, coming up. ‘Would you care for something to eat, gentlemen?’


  After supper, during which the count, by praising the food and eating with great appetite, somehow managed to put his hostess in a better humour, the two officers said goodnight and went to their room. The count shook Uncle's hand and, to Anna's amazement, shook hers without kissing it and even shook Liza's hand, looking at her straight in the eye and giving her one of his faint but pleasant smiles. Once again she was troubled by that stare.


  ‘He's very good-looking,’ she thought, ‘but he thinks too much of himself.’
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  ‘Well, aren't you ashamed?’ Polozov asked when the officers had returned to their room. ‘I was trying to make us lose – that's why I kept kicking you under the table. Aren't you ashamed? The old lady was most upset.’


  The count roared with laughter. ‘That woman's killingly funny – she took it really badly!’


  Once again he roared with laughter – so heartily that even Johann, who was standing in front of him, looked down at the floor and gave a weak, furtive smile.


  ‘Now, there's the son of an old family friend for you! Ha, ha, ha…’


  ‘Really, it wasn't very nice. I felt quite sorry for her,’ the cornet said.


  ‘Rubbish! You're still so young! Did you want me to lose? Why should I? I used to lose often enough before I learned how to play. Ten roubles, old man, will come in very handy. You must look at life practically, or people will walk all over you.’


  Polozov said nothing. He wanted to be left alone to think about Liza, who struck him as a remarkably pure, beautiful creature. He undressed and lay down on the soft clean bed that had been made for him. ‘All that talk about the honour and prestige of a soldier's life is sheer nonsense!’ he reflected as he looked at the window draped with the shawl and through which pale moonbeams were stealing. ‘Yes, true happiness is life in some quiet, small retreat with a dear, clever, unspoilt wife. That is true, lasting happiness!’


  But for some reason he did not communicate these thoughts to his friend, nor did he even mention the country girl, although he was convinced that the count was thinking of her too.


  ‘Why don't you get undressed?’ he asked the count, who was pacing the room.


  ‘Somehow I don't feel like sleeping yet! Put the candle out if you want, I don't need it. I'll lie down as I am.’


  And he carried on pacing the room.


  ‘“I don't feel like sleeping yet”,’ Polozov repeated to himself. The events of that evening had made him deplore even more the influence the count had over him and put him in a rebellious mood. ‘I can just imagine,’ he said to himself, mentally addressing Turbin, ‘what's going on in that well-groomed head of yours. I saw how you took to her! But you are incapable of understanding such a simple, honest creature. What you really need is your Mina and a colonel's epaulettes. Now, why don't I ask what he thought of her?’


  But just as Polozov was about to turn over and speak to the count he changed his mind. He felt that not only would he be unable to stand up to him if there was an argument (and if the count's feelings for Liza were as he supposed), but also that he would be forced to agree, so accustomed was he to bowing to that influence which seemed to be growing more unbearable and unjust with every passing day.


  ‘Where are you going?’ he asked as the count put on his cap and went towards the door.


  ‘To check if everything's all right in the stables.’


  ‘Strange!’ thought the cornet, but he snuffed the candle, turned over and tried to banish those absurdly jealous and hostile thoughts that his former friend had aroused in him.


  Meanwhile Anna had tenderly kissed and made the sign of the cross over her brother, daughter and ward, as was her custom, and retired to her room. It was long since the old lady had experienced so many powerful sensations in one day and as a result she could not pray calmly, she was so distressed by those sad and vivid memories of the late count and the thought of that young fop who had so shamelessly taken her money. She climbed into bed after undressing and drinking her usual half glass of kvass19 which was always left on the little bedside table for her. Her favourite cat softly crept into the room. Anna called it over and started stroking it, listened to its purr, but could not fall asleep.


  ‘It's the cat that's keeping me awake,’ she thought and she pushed it away. The cat softly dropped on to the floor, slowly curled its fluffy tail and jumped up on to the bench over the stove. Just then the maid who slept on the floor in Anna's room brought her felt mat, spread it out, snuffed the candle and lit the icon lamp. Before long she was snoring away, but sleep still would not come to calm Anna's excited imagination. Whenever she closed her eyes the hussar's face appeared and whenever she opened them in the dim lamplight to look at the chest of drawers, the table, her white dress, she imagined she could see the count there, in many strange and varied guises. One moment she felt terribly hot in her feather bed and the next she was irritated by the clock striking or the maid snoring. She woke the girl and told her to stop. Once again thoughts of her daughter, of the old count, and the young one, of the game of preference mingled curiously in her mind. Now she pictured herself waltzing with the old count, saw her own plump white shoulders, felt someone's lips on them; then she saw her daughter in the arms of the young count. Ustyushka started snoring again…


  ‘No, people have changed. The other count was ready to go through fire and water for me – and there was good reason! But this one, so pleased with his winnings, is sleeping like the idiot he is without a thought of making love… How his father went down on his knees and declared, “What would you have me do? I'll kill myself here and now, I'll do anything you command!” And he would have killed himself had I told him to.’


  Suddenly she heard the patter of bare feet out in the passage and Liza, pale and trembling, with only a shawl over her dressing-gown, ran into the room and almost fell on to her mother's bed…


  After bidding her mother goodnight Liza had gone alone to her uncle's room. Then she had put on her white dressing-jacket, covered her long, thick plait with a kerchief, put out the candle, opened the window and sat on a chair with her legs tucked under her, pensively gazing at the pond whose whole surface was shimmering in the silvery light. All her usual occupations and interests suddenly appeared to her in a completely new light: her capricious old mother, unquestioning love for whom had become part of her very existence; her senile but amiable old uncle; the servants and villagers who idolized their young mistress; the milch-cows and calves; the natural life around her, dying and renewing itself with the changing seasons and in the midst of which, loving and loved herself, she had grown up – everything that had brought such joy and contentment to her soul now struck her as nothing, as wearisome and unnecessary. It was as if someone had told her, ‘Little fool! Little fool! For twenty years you've been wasting your time waiting on others, without knowing what life and happiness really are.’ Now, as she gazed into the depths of that bright, still garden, she thought about these things far more deeply than ever before. What had prompted these thoughts? Definitely no sudden love for the count, as one might have supposed: on the contrary, she did not like him. She could have been interested in the cornet, but he was so plain and quiet, poor man. She had so easily forgotten him and it was with annoyance and anger that she kept visualizing the count. ‘No, he's not the one,’ she told herself. Her ideal was someone beautiful, someone who could be loved on such a night as this, in such a setting, without disturbing its beauty – an ideal that had never been debased to fit crude reality.


  At first, solitude and the absence of anyone to interest her had ensured that the power of love, which Providence has implanted in the heart of each and every one of us, remained whole and undisturbed in her heart. But she had lived too long with the sad joy of sensing within herself the presence of this something (although she did occasionally examine the secret coffer of her heart to delight in its riches), too long recklessly to lavish them on the first person who came along. God grant that she might enjoy that meagre joy until the day she died! Who knew whether this joy was the best and greatest, whether it alone was the only true and possible joy?


  ‘God!’ she thought. ‘Have I really let youth and happiness pass me by… shall I never know them? Can this be the truth?’ And she looked up into the depths of the bright sky where fleecy white clouds were veiling the tiny stars as they moved towards the moon. ‘If that highest cloud touches the moon, it is the truth,’ she reflected. A misty, smoky strip ran across the lower half of that bright disc and gradually the light that was shining on the grass, on the crowns of the lime trees, on the pond, began to fade and the black shadows of the trees grew less distinct. And, as if following close upon those gloomy shadows darkening nature, a gentle breeze passed over the leaves, bringing the dewy scent of leaves, moist earth and blossoming lilac to the window.


  ‘No, it's not the truth,’ she consoled herself. ‘And if the nightingale sings tonight, then what I am thinking now is nonsense and I mustn't despair.’ And for a long time she sat there in silence, waiting for someone. Suddenly everything brightened up – but then those tiny clouds ran across the moon and all was dark again. She was beginning to fall asleep as she sat there at the window when the nightingale woke her with its warbling from across the pond. The country girl opened her eyes. Once more her soul was revived and filled with new joy by that mysterious union with nature, which lay so bright and serene all around her. She leaned on both elbows. A sweet and languid sadness lay heavily on her heart and tears of pure, unbounded love that yearned for fulfilment – fine, comforting tears – filled her eyes. She folded her arms on the window sill and laid her head on them. Her favourite prayer entered her heart of itself and she fell asleep, just as she was, her eyes moist with tears.


  The touch of a hand awoke her: it was so light and pleasant. Then it clasped her arm tighter and she suddenly realized what was happening. She gave a little cry, leapt to her feet and fled from the room, trying to convince herself that it was not the count standing there by the window, bathed in moonlight…
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  But it was the count. When he had heard the girl's cry and the night-watchman coughing on the other side of the fence as he came to see what was wrong, he had rushed headlong over the dewy grass into the depths of the garden, feeling like a thief caught in the act. ‘Oh, what an idiot I am!’ he told himself. ‘I've frightened her. I should have been more gentle and woken her by speaking to her. Oh, I'm such a clumsy fool!’ He stopped and listened: the watchman had come into the garden through the gate, dragging his stick along the sandy path. He had to hide, so he ran down to the pond. The frogs made him shudder as they hurriedly plopped into the water from under his feet. Although his boots were wet through, he squatted and recalled everything he had done: how he had climbed the fence, looked for her window and finally saw her pale shadow; how, listening for the slightest rustle, he had approached the window several times, only to retreat; how, at one moment he had been sure she was waiting, annoyed that he was taking so long, and at the next he had felt that she could not possibly have so readily consented to a rendezvous; and how, finally, on the assumption that only the bashfulness of a simple country girl had led her to pretend to be sleeping, he had gone up to her and seen quite clearly that she was asleep. Then, for some reason, he had immediately run away, but had felt deeply ashamed of his cowardice and had come back and boldly touched her arm. The watchman had coughed again and the gate creaked as he left the garden. The windows in the girl's room had slammed to and the shutters were fastened inside. It was all so annoying. What would he have given just to start again! No, he would never have behaved so idiotically a second time. ‘What a lovely girl, so fresh, absolutely charming! And I let her slip through my fingers… what a silly ass I am!’ By now he had no desire to sleep and with the determined step of a frustrated man he went down the covered lime-tree avenue.


  But, even to him, the night brought its consoling gifts of soothing sadness and a longing for love. The clay path, with sprouting blades of grass and dry stalks sticking out here and there, was mottled by the pale moonbeams which fell directly through the thick foliage of the lime trees. Occasionally a twisted branch would be lit up on one side so that it seemed overgrown with white moss. Now and then silvery leaves whispered to each other. All the lights in the house were extinguished, all sounds died away: only the song of the nightingale filled that boundless, silent, bright expanse. ‘What a night! What a wonderful night!’ thought the count as he filled his lungs with the fresh garden scents. ‘But something is wrong. I seem to be dissatisfied with myself and others, dissatisfied with life in general. What a sweet, lovely girl! Perhaps she was deeply hurt…’ And here his day-dreams became confused: now he imagined himself in the garden with that country girl, in the most weird and varied situations, then her role was taken by his darling Mina. ‘What a fool I was. I should have put my arms around her waist and kissed her.’ And with these regrets the count returned to his room.


  The cornet was still awake. Immediately he turned in bed and faced the count.


  ‘Not asleep yet?’ the count asked.


  ‘No.’


  ‘Shall I tell you what happened?’


  ‘Well?’


  ‘No, I'd better not… all right, I will. Move your legs over.’


  Dismissing all thoughts of the bungled opportunity from his mind, the count sat down on his friend's bed with a lively smile on his face. ‘Would you believe it, the young lady agreed to a rendezvous!’


  ‘What did you say?’ Polozov cried, leaping up.


  ‘Listen’


  ‘But how? When? It can't be true!’


  ‘Well, while you were totting up your winnings after preference, she told me that she would be waiting at her window tonight and that I could get into her room through it. There's a practical man for you! So, while you were doing your sums with the old lady, I was arranging it. But you must have heard her say that she would sit at the window tonight and look at the pond.’


  ‘She couldn't have been serious.’


  ‘That's just what I can't understand, whether it was something that happened to slip out. Perhaps she didn't want to agree to it right away, but that's how it looked. It all turned out so strangely! I acted like a perfect idiot!’ he added, smiling in self-contempt.


  ‘But what happened? Where were you?’


  The count told him everything, omitting only his repeated indecision in going up to the window.


  ‘I ruined it. I should have been bolder. She cried out and ran away from the window.’


  ‘So, she cried out and ran away,’ the cornet said, smiling awkwardly in response to the count's smile which for so long had exerted such a powerful influence over him.


  ‘Yes… well, it's time we got some sleep.’


  The cornet turned his back to the door again and lay silently for about ten minutes. Heaven knows what he was feeling deep down, but when he turned again, his face expressed both anguish and determination.


  ‘Count Turbin!’ he said abruptly.


  ‘What is it? Talking in your sleep?’ the count calmly asked. ‘Count Turbin, you're a cad!’ Polozov shouted as he jumped out of bed.
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  Next day the squadron left. The two officers did not see their hosts and did not say goodbye. Nor did they speak to each other: they had agreed to a duel at the first halting place, but Captain Schultz, a good comrade and excellent horseman, who was held in great esteem by the whole regiment and was chosen by the count as his second, managed to patch things up so well that not only was a duel averted, but not a soul in the regiment knew anything about it. And Turbin and Polozov, although no longer the friends of before, still remained on familiar terms and occasionally met at dinners and parties.


  [II April 1856]


  STRIDER


  The Story of a Horse


  (Dedicated to the memory of M. A. Stakhovich*)
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  The light in the sky rose ever higher, the dawn spread wider, the pale silvery dew glistened whiter, the sickle moon grew fainter and the forest more resonant. People were beginning to stir and in the manor house stables the sound of snorting, the shuffling of straw became ever more insistent – there was even the shrill, angry neighing of horses who were bickering over something and jostling each other.


  ‘Who there! What's the hurry? Starving, are you?’ cried the old horse-herd as he opened the creaking gates. ‘And where d’ye think you're going?’ he shouted, waving his arm at a mare who was trying to push her way through the gates.


  Nester was wearing a long Cossack jacket held in by a leather belt with various ornaments hanging from it, a whip was slung across his shoulder and a hunk of bread, wrapped in a cloth, was thrust into his belt. He was carrying a bridle and a saddle.


  The horses were not in the least intimidated or offended by the horse-herd's sarcastic tone and pretended not to care, turning unhurriedly away from the gates – all, that is, except an old bay mare with a shaggy mane who flattened her ears and quickly turned her back on him, upon which a small filly standing behind her, who really should have been minding her own business, gave a shrill whinny and kicked out with her hind legs at the first horse that happened to come near.


  ‘Steady there!’ shouted the horse-herd, more loudly and even more threateningly as he headed for the opposite corner of the yard.


  Of all the horses in the paddock (there were about a hundred of them) the one to show the least impatience was a piebald gelding standing on his own in one corner under an overhanging roof and gazing around with half-closed eyes as he licked one of the oak posts of the shed. It is difficult to say how it tasted to the gelding, but he looked very grave and pensive as he licked away.


  ‘Spoiling yourself!’ said the horse-herd in the same mocking tone as he went up and laid the saddle and shiny saddle-cloth on a nearby dung pile.


  The piebald gelding stopped licking and gave Nester a long stare, without moving a muscle. He did not laugh, nor did he grow angry, nor did he frown, but his whole body shuddered as he turned away with a deep sigh. The horse-herd put his arms around his neck and placed the bridle on him.


  ‘What you sighing for?’ asked Nester.


  The gelding whisked his tail as if to say: ‘Oh, it's nothing in particular, Nester.’ The horse-herd put on the saddle and saddle-cloth, at which the gelding laid back his ears – most probably to show disapproval. Nester merely told him off for being so silly and began tightening the saddle girth, which made the gelding blow himself out, but a thrust of a finger in his mouth and a knee-kick in the belly knocked the breath out of him. Still, while Nester was pulling on the strap with his teeth he again flattened his ears and glanced around. Although he knew this would do no good, he felt that he should show disapproval – and he had no intention of ever hiding it. Once saddled, he relaxed his swollen right leg and started champing on his bit, for some reason of his own, as he really should have known by now that bits have no taste at all.


  When Nester had mounted the gelding by the short stirrup, uncoiled his whip, pulled his jacket from under his knees and taken up that pose peculiar to coachmen, huntsmen and horse-herds, he pulled on the reins. The gelding lifted his head to show he was ready to go wherever he was told, but in fact he did not budge: he knew very well that before setting out his rider would bellow a whole string of orders to Vaska, the other horse-herd – and to the horses as well. And Nester did exactly that; he started shouting: ‘Hey, Vaska! Have you let the brood mares out? Where d’ye think you're going, you little devil! Get a move on. Asleep, eh? Now, open up the gate and let the mares out first!’ – and more in this vein.


  The gates creaked. Cross and sleepy, Vaska stood at the gate-post holding one horse by the bridle as he let the others out. Stepping cautiously one after the other over the straw and sniffing it, the horses passed through the gates in single file: fillies, yearlings, stallions, suckling foals and heavily pregnant mares mindful of their bellies. The fillies pushed ahead in twos or threes, thrusting their heads over each other's backs and tripping over their feet in their hurry to pass through. Occasionally the suckling foals even darted between the legs of strange mares, whinnying shrilly in reply to their mothers' peremptory neighing.


  As soon as she was outside the gates, one frisky young mare curved her neck sideways, kicked up her hind legs and squealed. But she did not dare run ahead of old dappled Zhuldyba who, as dignified as ever with her slow measured gait, her belly swinging from side to side, walked at the head of the others.


  Within a few minutes the paddock that had just now been so lively and crowded was sadly deserted. The posts supporting the overhanging roof had a bleak look and all that could be seen was crushed, dung-covered straw. Although the piebald gelding was long used to such desolate scenes, they still appeared to depress him. Slowly he swung his head up and down, as if nodding to someone, sighed as deeply as the tightly drawn girth would allow and, hobbling on his stiff, crooked legs, trudged along after the herd with old Nester on his back.


  ‘I know – the moment we reach the road he'll light up and smoke that wooden pipe of his with the brass mountings and little chain,’ mused the gelding. ‘And that gladdens my heart, as early in the morning, when the dew is still on the grass,


  I find the smell highly agreeable and the fragrance brings many pleasant things to mind. Only, one thing annoys me: as soon as the old man has that pipe between his teeth he'll start showing off, fancying he's an important person and sitting sideways, invariably on the side that hurts. Well, let him! Suffering for someone else's; enjoyment is nothing new for me. I've even begun to derive a certain equine pleasure from it myself! So, let him show off, poor fellow! After all, he only does it when he's on his own, when no one can see him. So, let him sit sideways if he enjoys it!’ This was the gelding's train of thought as he went down the middle of the road, stepping cautiously on his crooked legs.
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  After he had driven the horses down to the river for grazing, Nester dismounted and unsaddled the gelding. Meanwhile the herd was slowly spreading over the pristine meadows that were covered with dew and veiled in the mist rising from the ground and the encircling river.


  As soon as he had removed the bridle, Nester scratched the gelding under the neck, to which the horse responded by closing his eyes as if to show his gratitude and pleasure. ‘He loves it, the old devil!’ muttered Nester. In fact the gelding did not like it at all: it was only delicacy of feeling that prompted him to pretend that he did and he nodded only as if to show consent. But suddenly, completely without warning and for no apparent reason (perhaps Nester supposed that excessive familiarity might lower him in the gelding's estimate), the herdsman pushed the horse's head away, took a wild swing with the bridle and struck him painfully on one skinny leg with the buckle, after which, without a word, he wandered over to the tree-stump where he usually sat.


  Although this treatment was bound to offend the piebald gelding, he showed no sign of it. Instead, he made his way down to the river, slowly swishing his scanty tail, sniffing the air and browsing simply for the sake of it. Ignoring the antics of the young mares, yearling foals who ran around him as they rejoiced in the fine morning and knowing that it was best for one's health – especially at his age – to have a good drink on an empty stomach and only then to eat, he chose the most gently sloping, open part of the river-bank, wet his hoofs and fetlocks, dipped his muzzle into the water and started sucking it up with his torn lips, twitching his swelling sides and waving his thin, streaked tail with its bald stump for the sheer pleasure of it.


  A mischievous bay mare who was always teasing the old fellow, causing him all kinds of annoyance, went up to him through the water as if merely going about her business, but really to muddy the water right in front of his nose. But the gelding had drunk his fill and – seemingly oblivious of the bay mare's evil intentions – calmly drew first one foot then the other from the mud, shook his head, moved to a safe distance from the young horses and started grazing. He ate solidly for three hours, barely lifting his head and planting his legs in various positions in order to trample as little grass as possible. After eating so much that his belly hung like a sack from his thin, protruding ribs, he balanced himself on all four aching legs so as to cause himself as little pain as possible (especially in his right foreleg, which was the weakest) and fell asleep.


  Old age is sometimes majestic, sometimes repulsive, sometimes pathetic. Sometimes it can be repulsive and majestic at the same time – the piebald gelding's old age was precisely this kind.


  The gelding was a tall horse, at least five and a half feet. Once he had been a black piebald, but now his black patches had turned dirty brown. He had three patches in all. One, shaped like a star, ran down the side of his nose and covered half his neck. His long mane, full of burrs, was white in places, reddish-brown in others. The second patch extended along his right side and took in half his belly, while the third was on his crupper, spreading over the upper part of his tail and halfway down his flanks. What was left of his tail was whitish and streaked. His big bony head with deep hollows over the eyes, and his black lips that had once been torn, hung low and heavy on his bent scrawny neck that seemed to have been carved from wood. His pendant lip provided glimpses of a black tongue bitten on one side and the yellow stumps of his worn, lower teeth. His ears, one of which was slit, drooped to each side, but occasionally twitched to drive off the troublesome flies. A tuft of his forelock, still long, hung low behind one ear; his bare forehead was sunken and rough, his wide dewlaps drooped like sacks. On his head and neck the knotted veins trembled and shook at every touch of a fly. His expression was stoically patient, long-suffering. His forelegs were bowed at the knees; on both hoofs there were swellings and near the knee of the leg with the patch running down it was a fist-sized lump. The hind legs were in better shape, but it seemed that long ago all the hair had been rubbed off his flanks and had not grown back. His legs seemed disproportionately long for his skinny body. Although they were well rounded, the ribs were so exposed and protruded so much that the skin appeared to have dried up and stuck to the hollows between them. His withers and back bore the marks of old lashings and on his hind quarters was a fresh sore, swollen and festering. The black tail stump with its ridge of vertebrae stuck out and was almost bald. On his brown crupper, close to the tail, was a hand-sized scar – perhaps from an insect bite – with white hairs growing out of it. Another scar was visible on one shoulder blade. His hocks and tail were filthy from chronic diarrhoea. The hair all over his body, although short, stuck out like bristles. But in spite of the repulsive senility of this horse one could not help reflecting on closer inspection (and an expert would have agreed at once) that he must have been a remarkably fine horse in his day. And that expert would even have added that there was only one breed in Russia that could have provided such broad bones, such massive ribs, such hoofs, such delicate leg bones, such a graceful neck – and, above all, such an aristocratic network of veins on head and neck, such delicate hide and hair. There really was something majestic about that horse, even in that terrible combination of hideous decrepitude that his coloured patches only served to emphasize with the supremely self-confident manner typical of creatures serenely aware of their own beauty and strength.


  Like a living ruin, he stood alone in the middle of the dewy meadow, while not far off could be heard the stamping and snorting, the youthful neighing and whinnying of the scattered herd.
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  The sun had already climbed above the forest and now shone brightly on the grass and the winding river. The dew was shrinking into tiny droplets as it dried; here and there, above the marsh and forest, the last remnants of morning mist were dispersing, like wisps of smoke. The clouds came billowing, but there was still no wind. Beyond the river bristled the green rye with its tiny curled ears, and the air was fragrant with fresh verdure and blossom. A cuckoo called hoarsely from the forest and as he lay sprawled on his back Nester counted the calls to discover how many years were left to him. Larks soared above the rye and the meadows. A late hare, suddenly finding itself caught in the middle of the herd, jumped to a safe place in the open, sat by a bush and listened hard. Vaska dozed off, his head buried in the grass, and the fillies gave him a wide berth and then spread out on the lower slopes. Snorting as they went, the older horses left bright tracks in the dew as they searched for somewhere to graze undisturbed: they were no longer actually grazing – merely nibbling at the succulent tufts of grass. The whole herd was moving imperceptibly in the same direction. And again it was dignified old Zhuldyba who took the lead, showing the others where the grazing was good. Mushka, a young black mare who had just foaled for the first time, with tail uplifted, snorted at her little lilac-coloured foal who kept stumbling around her with trembling knees. Lastochka the bay, still a virgin, with hide smooth and glossy as satin, lowered her head until her silky black forelock covered her brow and eyes as she played with the grass, nipping off pieces and tossing them into the air and stamping a leg with its downy fetlock all wet with dew. One of the older foals, no doubt fancying he was playing a game, had already run around his mother twenty-six times, his short feathery tail held high, while she (by now used to her son's ways) calmly continued grazing, glancing at him now and then out of the corner of her big black eye. One of the smallest foals, black with a large head and a forelock that gave it a surprised look, sticking up as it did between his ears, his tail still twisted to one side as it had been in his mother's womb, stood motionless with his ears cocked and his dull eyes fixed on the playful foal – whether enviously or disapprovingly it would be hard to say. Some were nuzzling and sucking at their mothers' teats; others, for some mysterious reason, rushing off at a fast awkward gait in the opposite direction, kept stopping and giving shrill desperate whinnies – also for some mysterious reason. Some were lying on the ground, side by side, or learning how to crop grass; others were scratching behind their ears with a hind leg. Two mares who had not yet foaled kept apart from the others, slowly shifting from one leg to the other as they browsed. The others clearly respected their condition and none of the foals dared go near and disturb them. If some mischievous young thing ventured to approach them, a flick of the ear or tail was enough to demonstrate the whole impropriety of his conduct.


  The yearling foals and fillies, trying to look grown-up and dignified, rarely leapt about or consorted with these high-spirited youngsters. They munched away with the greatest decorum, bending their close-cropped swan-like necks and continually swishing their little whisk-brooms, as if they too had fully-grown tails. Just like their elders, they would lie down, roll over or scratch each other. Liveliest amongst this company were the two- and three-year-old fillies and virgin mares. These high-spirited maidens went around in a large cheerful crowd and kept to themselves. One could hear them stamping, whinnying, neighing and kicking. They would congregate, lay their heads on each other's shoulders, sniff at one another, leap into the air and sometimes – snorting and flourishing their tails – proudly and coquettishly parade in front of their companions at a half-trot or amble. The most beautiful of all these youngsters, and also their ringleader, was a mischievous bay mare. Whatever she did the others would copy. Wherever she went, the whole crowd of young maidens would follow. That morning this mischief-maker was particularly playful – a gay mood had come upon her just as it comes upon human beings. After playing her pranks on the old gelding at the river, she rushed along the water's edge pretending to be frightened by something, gave a snort and tore off at top speed into the meadow, so that Vaska had to gallop after her and the others who were following. When she had done a little grazing, she rolled over on the ground and then began teasing the old mares by running right in front of their noses, after which she chased a small foal from his mother, pursuing him as if meaning to give him a bite. The mother took fright and stopped grazing, the little foal whinnied plaintively, but the mischievous bay did not so much as touch him – she had just given him a little scare simply to amuse her companions, who viewed her pranks with approval. Then she had the bright idea of turning the head of a little roan with which a peasant was ploughing in a rye field far beyond the river. She stopped, proudly raised her head a little to one side, shook herself and gave a sweet, tender, long-drawn-out whinny. And in that whinny one could detect mischievousness, deep feelings and a certain sadness. There was desire, the promise of love – and the longing for it.


  Deep in the reeds a corncrake was hopping about, passionately calling for his mate; a little way off a cuckoo and quail sang of love. Even the flowers were sending their fragrant dust to each other down the wind.


  ‘I too am young, beautiful and strong,’ the mare's whinny seemed to be saying, ‘but as yet it hasn't been given to me to taste the sweetness of love. Not only that, no lover, not a single one, has ever set eyes on me.’


  And her deeply meaningful whinnying echoed sadly and youthfully over the fields until it reached the little roan in the distance, who pricked up his ears and stood stock-still. The peasant kicked him with his bast shoe but the little horse was so enchanted by the silvery sound of distant whinnying that he whinnied in reply. The peasant became angry, pulled hard on the ropes and gave him such a hard kick in the belly that he stopped his whinnying and moved on. But a feeling of sweet sadness had come over him and long afterwards the sounds of broken, passionate whinnying and of the peasant's angry voice carried over to the herd from the distant rye fields. If the mere sound of the mare's whinnying could so bewitch the little roan that he forgot his duties, what would he have felt if he had actually seen that playful mare in all her beauty as she called to him, standing there with her ears pricked, nostrils dilated, breathing in the air, straining forwards and trembling in every part of her young and beautiful body?


  But the mischievous mare did not brood for long over her impressions. When the roan's answering whinny had died away, she whinnied scornfully, lowered her head, pawed the ground and then rushed off to provoke and tease the piebald gelding. He was the perpetual victim and butt of those happy youngsters and suffered more from them than at the hands of men. Yet he had never harmed either. Men still had need of him, but why should the young horses torment him so?
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  He was old, they were young; he was skinny, they were sleek; he was miserable, they were cheerful. So, he was an alien, a stranger, a pariah, quite a different being from them, whom it was impossible to pity. Horses pity only themselves and only rarely do they pity those whose predicament they imagine to be similar to theirs. But surely it wasn't the gelding's fault for being old, skinny and ugly? One would not think so. But in the opinion of the other horses he was to blame and only the young, the strong and happy were right – those who had their whole lives before them, whose every muscle quivered at the slightest exertion and whose tails stood erect. Perhaps the piebald gelding himself understood this and in his calmer moments would have agreed that he was to blame for having lived out his life and that now he had to pay the penalty for that life. Still, he was only a horse and often as he looked at all those youngsters who tormented him for precisely what all of them would have to face in their twilight years, he could not help feeling sad, indignant and humiliated. Another reason for the heartlessness of the others was their awareness that they were true aristocrats. Every one of them had a pedigree, through dam or sire, going back to the famous Smetanka, whereas no one had any idea from whom the piebald gelding descended. He was a nobody, purchased three years before at a horse-market for eighty roubles.


  The bay mare went right up to the piebald gelding as if taking a casual stroll and gave him a shove. This was nothing new and without so much as opening his eyes he flattened his ears and bared his teeth. The mare turned her back on him, as if about to kick. He opened his eyes and walked away. Now he no longer felt sleepy and he started browsing. Once again that mischief-maker, in the company of her friends, approached him. An extremely stupid, bald-headed two-year-old filly, who always aped everything the bay mare did, walked at her side – and like all imitators she went too far. Usually the bay mare would approach him as if going about her own business, passing right under the gelding's nose without even looking at him, so that he could never tell whether to be angry or not – and this was highly amusing. This was what she did now, but her bald-headed friend behind her was feeling extremely playful and struck the gelding with the full force of her chest. Again he bared his teeth, gave a shrill neigh, and with an energy that no one would have expected from him, rushed after her and bit her in the flank. The bald-headed filly struck him with her hindquarters, inflicting a painful blow on his thin, bare ribs. The old gelding snorted and was about to attack her again, but he thought better of it and stepped to one side, sighing deeply. Apparently all the young horses in the herd must have felt personally insulted by the gelding's insolent attack on the bald-headed filly and for the rest of the day they kept plaguing him, preventing him from grazing and not giving him a moment's peace, so much so that the horse-herd had to drive them off several times and he was at a loss to understand what had got into them. The gelding was so offended that he went up to Nester of his own accord when the old man was preparing to drive the herd home and he felt much happier and more secure once he was saddled and the horse-herd had mounted him. Who can say what the old gelding was thinking as he bore old Nester home? Perhaps he was reflecting bitterly on the persistent heartlessness of the young? Or perhaps he forgave his tormentors, looking down on them with the mute, contemptuous pride of old age? Whatever, he did not betray his feelings until they were back in the paddock.


  That evening some relatives came to visit Nester. As he was driving the herd past the huts of the house serfs, he noticed a horse and cart tethered to his front-door post. Now he had brought the herd home he was in such a hurry to welcome his relatives that he released the gelding into the yard and shouted instructions for Vaska to unsaddle him. Then he locked the gates and went off to greet his guests.


  Perhaps it was because of the insult that had been inflicted on the bald-headed filly (Smetanka's great granddaughter) by that ‘mangy nag’ bought at a horse-fair, who knew neither father nor mother and who was therefore a living affront to the aristocratic pride of the entire herd? Or perhaps it was the strange sight of a riderless gelding bearing a high saddle that struck the other horses as so weird, so fantastic? Whatever it was, something quite extraordinary took place in the paddock that night. All the horses, young and old, ran after the gelding with bared teeth, chasing him through the yard and the sound of hoofs striking his hollow sides and his deep groans rang out. When the gelding could bear it no longer and could find no escape from the blows, he stopped still in the middle of the paddock and his face expressed the repulsive, feeble exasperation of impotent old age – and then despair. He laid back his ears and suddenly did something that made all the others suddenly go quiet. Vyazopurikha, the oldest mare, went up to the gelding, sniffed at him and heaved a deep sigh. And the gelding sighed too.
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  In the middle of the moonlit paddock stood the tall, thin figure of the gelding carrying on his back that high saddle with a pommel that stuck up like a knob. Deeply silent and motionless, the other horses surrounded him as if they had learnt something new and unusual from him. And in fact they did learn something new and unexpected from him. This is what they learnt.


  First Night


  ‘Yes, I'm the son of Lyubezny the First and Baba. According to my pedigree my name is Peasant the First. Although that's my pedigree name, I've always been called Strider by the common crowd, on account of my long raking stride that had no equal in the whole of Russia. No horse in the world has such thoroughbred blood as I do. I would never have told you this. Why should I? You would never have recognized me, any more than Vyazopurikha who lived with me at Khrenovo and has only now come to recognize me. And you would not believe me now, were it not for Vyazopurikha's own testimony. I would never have told you this – I don't need any sympathy from horses. But you wanted me to. Yes, I'm Strider, whom connoisseurs search for but cannot find, that same Strider whom the Count himself knew and who sold me from his stud because I outran Lebed, his favourite.


  …

  ‘I was born without knowing what piebald meant. I thought that I was simply a horse. The first remarks about my colouring, I remember, deeply shocked my mother and myself. It appears that I was born at night and the next morning, after my mother had licked me clean, I could already stand. I can remember that I was always wanting something and that everything struck me as very surprising – and at the same time very simple. Our stalls were in a long, warm corridor, with gratings on the doors through which we could see everything. My mother offered me her teats, but I was still so naive that first I poked my nose between her forelegs and then under the manger.


  Suddenly she looked round at the grating, lifted one leg over me and stepped to one side. The duty stable-boy was looking into the stall through the bars.


  “Well, how about that! Our Baba's foaled!” he said, drawing the bolt, clambering over the fresh straw bedding and putting his arms around me. “Come and have a look, Taras!” he cried. “He's as piebald as a magpie!”


  I lurched away and stumbled onto my knees.


  “Hey, you little devil!” he said.


  My mother became alarmed, but she made no effort to protect me. All she did was heave a terribly deep sigh and turn away. The other stable-boys arrived and started looking at me. One of them ran off to tell the head keeper. Everyone laughed at my patches and gave me all kinds of strange names. Neither myself nor my mother understood the meaning of those words. Up to then there hadn't been a single piebald among all my relatives. We didn't think that there could possibly be anything bad about it. At the time everyone praised me for my handsome build and my strength.


  “Just look – what a lively little fellow!” the keeper said. “There's no holding him!”


  Soon the head keeper came and he seemed amazed – even somewhat aggrieved – at my colouring.


  “So, who does this little freak take after?” he exclaimed. “The general won't keep him in the stud now. Damn it, Baba, you've really landed me in it!” he added, turning to my mother. “You might at least have given us a bald foal, but this one's completely piebald!”


  My mother didn't reply and heaved another sigh, as she always did on such occasions.


  “But who the devil does he take after?” he went on. “He's just like a peasant. We can't leave him in the stud, he'll disgrace us. But he's very handsome – very handsome!” he added. And everyone who looked at me said the same.


  A few days later the general himself came to take a look at me and again everyone was horrified for some reason and cursed my mother and myself for the colour of my coat. “Yet he's a fine, horse, very fine!” every single person who set eyes on me kept repeating.


  Until spring we lived apart from the others in the brood mare stables, each in his own stall, each with his mother. Only occasionally, when the snow on the shed roofs started thawing, were we allowed to go out with our mothers into the large paddock strewn with fresh straw. Here for the first time I met all my relatives, close and distant. Here I saw all the famous mares of the day emerge from different doors with their little foals. There was old Golanka and Mushka (Smetanka's daughter), Krasnukha and Dobrotikha the saddle-horse, all celebrities of the time. All would gather there with their foals, walk about in the sunshine, roll in the fresh straw and sniff one another, just like ordinary horses. To this day I cannot forget that paddock, filled with the beauties of the day. You might find it strange to think and believe that even I was young and frisky once, but I really was. Here was that same Vyazopurikha, who was a yearling then and a likeable, cheerful and spirited little horse. But please don't take it amiss if I say that, although she's now looked upon as of the finest pedigree, at that time she was considered one of the poorest horses in the stud. She herself will confirm it.


  My piebald patches that people disliked so much were considered exceptionally pleasing by all the horses. All of them gathered round me, admired me and began to frolic with me. Already I had begun to forget what people had said about my colouring and I felt happy. But before long I was to experience my first sorrow – and the cause was my mother.


  When the thaw had set in and the sparrows were twittering under the eaves and the breath of spring filled the air more keenly, my mother's attitude towards me began to change. In fact, everything about her changed. For no apparent reason she would suddenly become frisky and race around the paddock, which was really undignified for one of her age. Or she would grow thoughtful and start neighing. Or she would bite and kick her sister mares. Or she would sniff me and snort disapprovingly. And then, as she came out into the sun, she would rest her neck on the shoulder of her cousin Kupchikha and scratch her back long and thoughtfully, brusquely pushing me away from her teats. One day the keeper came, had a bridle put on her and she was led away. She neighed, I answered and rushed after her. But she didn't so much as look back at me. The stable-boy Taras seized me in his arms when they bolted the door after her. I struggled to get out, knocked the stable-boy onto the straw, but the door was locked and all I could hear was the sound of my mother's neighing growing ever fainter. And in her neighing I could no longer hear her familiar call, but something that sounded quite different, and another voice, deep and powerful, now responded to hers from far off. As I discovered later on, it was the voice of Dobry the First who was being led by two stable-boys to a rendezvous with my mother. I was so heartbroken that I don't even remember Taras leaving my stall. I felt that I had lost my mother's love for ever. “And all because I'm piebald,” I thought, remembering what people had said about my colouring. And I became so furious that I started beating my head and knees against the walls of my stall – and I didn't stop until I had broken out into a sweat all over and was completely exhausted.


  After a while my mother returned. I could hear her trotting in an unaccustomed way down the corridor towards our stall. They opened the door for her and I barely recognized her, so young and beautiful had she become. She sniffed me, snorted and started neighing. From her whole expression I understood that she no longer loved me. She told me how handsome Dobry was and of her love for him. The rendezvous continued and relations between my mother and myself became ever colder.


  Soon we were let out to graze. From then onwards I discovered new joys which, to a certain extent, compensated me for the loss of my mother's love. I now had new comrades and friends. Together we learnt to crop grass, to neigh like the grown-up horses and to gallop in circles around our mothers with our tails up. Those were happy days. Everything was forgiven me, everyone loved me, admired me and looked upon whatever I did indulgently. But this didn't last long. Soon something dreadful happened to me.’


  The gelding heaved a terribly deep sigh and moved away from the herd.


  Dawn had long broken. The gates creaked, in came Nester and the horses dispersed. The horse-herd adjusted the gelding's saddle and drove the herd to pasture.


  6


  Second Night


  As soon as the horses were back in the paddock they once again crowded around the piebald gelding.


  ‘In August I was taken away from my mother,’ he continued, ‘but I didn't feel particularly sorry. I could see that she was already carrying my young brother, the celebrated Usan, and now I was no longer the same horse as before. I wasn't jealous, but I realized that my feelings had cooled. What's more, I knew that after leaving my mother I would be put in the general foal stables, where we would be kept in twos or threes. Every day the young horses would go out in one big crowd into the fresh air. I shared a stall with Mily. Mily was a saddle-horse – later ridden by the Emperor – and artists painted and sculpted him. Then he was still an ordinary colt, with glossy delicate hide, swanlike neck and legs as thin and straight as violin strings. He was always cheerful, good-humoured and likeable; and he was always ready to frisk, lick other horses and play tricks on man or horse. Living together as we did, I couldn't help becoming firm friends with him and this friendship lasted all through our youth. At that time he was gay and frivolous, already beginning to fall in love, to flirt with the fillies and he would laugh at my innocence. But unfortunately for me I took to imitating him, out of a sense of pride. And very soon I was in love. This early passion was the reason for the most tremendous change in my life. Yes, I happened to fall in love.


  Vyazopurikha was one year older than me and we were particularly good friends. But towards the end of autumn I noticed that she had become shy of me… However, I shan't tell you the whole unhappy story of my first love – she herself remembers that mad passion of mine that culminated in the most momentous change in my life. The horse-herds were quick to drive her away from me and give me a beating. That evening I was put into a separate stall. I neighed all night long, as if I could foresee the events of the following day.


  In the morning the general, the head keeper, the horse-herds and stable-boys came down the corridor to my stall and all hell broke loose. The general bellowed at the keeper, the keeper tried to defend himself, saying that he hadn't ordered anyone to let me out and that the stable-boys had done it without his permission. Then the general threatened to thrash everyone and said that I must be castrated. The head keeper promised to carry out his orders. Then they all quietened down and left. I didn't understand a thing, but I could see that they were planning to do something to me.


  …

  ‘The day after that I stopped neighing for ever and I became what I am now. In my eyes the whole world had changed. Nothing held any joy for me, I withdrew into myself and abandoned myself to reflection. At first everything revolted me. I even stopped drinking, eating and walking, and playing with my companions was out of the question. Sometimes I had the urge to jib, canter and neigh, but immediately I would ask myself the terrifying questions: why? for what? And my last ounce of strength drained away.


  One evening I was taken for a walk, just as the herd was being driven home from pasture. In the distance I could see a cloud of dust veiling the vague but familiar outlines of our mothers. I could hear happy neighing, and stamping. Despite the fact that the halter rope cut into my neck when the horse-herd pulled on it I stopped and gazed at the approaching herd, just as one gazes at happiness that is lost forever, irretrievable. As they came nearer I could recognize every one of them – all were well known to me, so handsome, sleek and healthy. A few of them glanced at me. No longer did the horse-herd's tugging hurt me. I forgot myself and from force of habit neighed and cantered towards them. But my neighing sounded gloomy, comical, out of place. Not one horse in the herd laughed, but I noticed that many of them turned away from me for the sake of propriety. Clearly, the sight of me struck them as repulsive, pathetic and shameful – but, above all, ridiculous. They found my thin plain neck, my large head (I had lost weight at the time) and my long awkward legs and the stupid trotting gait with which I circled the stable-boys from deep rooted habit ridiculous too. Suddenly I understood everything, how far I had grown from them all, for ever, and I don't remember following the stable-boy home.


  Even before these events I'd always been inclined to be serious and thoughtful, but now a complete change came over me. My piebald colouring that I was fully aware of but which I could in no way explain, forced me to withdraw into myself. I brooded over the injustice of human beings, who condemned me for being piebald. I brooded over the fickleness of maternal love and woman's love in general, wholly dependent as it was on the purely physical. Most of all I brooded over the idiosyncrasies of that strange breed of animal we call man and with whom our lives are so closely bound up – idiosyncrasies that explained my peculiar position in the stud, that I was aware of but couldn't understand. The meaning of this peculiarity and of the human idiosyncrasies from which it sprang was revealed to me by the following incident.


  It happened during the winter holidays. All day long I had been given neither food nor water. As I discovered later, this was because the stable-boy was drunk. That same day, when the keeper looked into my stall and saw that I had no food, he started hurling the most terrible obscenities at the absent stable-boy and left. When the stable-boy and his mate brought hay to our stall next day I noticed that he was extremely pale and miserable. In particular, there was something about his back that caught my attention and aroused my sympathy. He tossed the hay angrily through the grating and just as I was about to poke my head out and lay it on his shoulder he gave me such a painful blow on the nose that I jumped back. Then followed a kick in the belly.


  “If it 'adn't been for this mangy devil,” he said, “everything would've been all right.”


  “How's that?” asked the other stable-boy.


  “’os 'e don't go round checking up on the Count's foals but 'e checks up on 'is own all right – twice a day!”


  “Don't tell me they've given the piebald to 'im?”


  “Who the hell knows if they gave it 'im or sold it ’im. The Count's ’orses can starve to death for all ’e cares. How dare I starve ‘is foal! And 'e tells me to lie down and lays into me good and proper. Calls ’imself a Christian! Thinks more of cattle than ’umans! Didn't show no mercy – counted the strokes 'e did, the bastard! The general never flogged anyone like 'e did. Gave me a right good belting all down me back. ’E ain't no Christian!”


  I understood full well what he said about flogging and Christianity, but I didn't have the least idea what the words mine, my foal meant. I realized they implied some sort of connection between myself and my keeper. At that time I couldn't understand what that connection was in fact. It wasn't until much later, when I had been separated from the other horses, that I came to understand. But then I found it impossible to understand how and why I could be called a man's property. The words my horse, referring to me, a living creature, struck me as strange, just as if someone had said my earth, my air, my water.


  Yet those words made an enormous impression on me. I thought about them the whole time and only after long experience of people did I finally come to understand the meaning they attached to these odd words. Their meaning is as follows: people are guided in life not by actions but by words. They enjoy not so much the chance to do or not to do something as the chance to apply to objects certain words of predetermined meaning. Among the words to which they attach the greatest importance are my and my own, which they apply to all kinds of different creatures and objects – even to land, people, horses. They have agreed among themselves that only one person has the right to apply my to any one object. And according to the rules of the game (agreed upon beforehand), the person who can apply the word my to the greatest number of objects is considered the happiest. Why that is so I have no idea, but that's how it is. For a long time I used to try and explain this fact as signifying some direct advantage for the user of the word, but I was wrong.


  For example, many of those people who called me their horse never in fact rode me: I was ridden by complete strangers. Nor did they feed me – this was done by quite different people. What's more, it wasn't the people who called me their horse who were good to me, but coachmen, farriers and strangers in general. Subsequently, after having widened my mental horizons, I became convinced that it was with respect to everything – not only where we horses were concerned – that the concept of my own had no other foundation than that low, bestial instinct that they themselves call the sense or right of ownership. One man says “My house”, although he may never even live in it – all he does is build and maintain it. A merchant will say: “My cloth shop”, for example, although his clothes aren't in fact made from the finest cloth in his own shop. There are people who call a plot of land their own but who have never even seen that plot of land or even set foot on it. There are even men who call other people “theirs”, yet they have never even seen those people and their only connection with them is in doing them harm. There are men who call certain women their women or their wives, but these women live with other men. And people's aim in life is not to do as much good as possible but to call as many things as they can theirs. Now I'm convinced that here lies the essential difference between ourselves and human beings. So, not to mention all the other advantages we have over humans, the very fact that the activities of men are guided by words and ours by what we do, gives us the right to say that we stand several rungs higher on the ladder of living creatures than they do. And so, the right to call me my horse was granted to the head keeper and therefore he flogged the stable-boy. I was staggered by this discovery which, together with the reactions and criticism that my piebald colouring aroused in people and the deep sadness caused by my mother's unfaithfulness, made me the serious-minded and pensive gelding that I am now.


  I was thrice unhappy: I was piebald, I was a gelding and people imagined that instead of belonging to God and myself, as is normal for every living being, I belonged to the head keeper.


  Their thinking this about me had many consequences. The first was that they kept me apart from the other horses. I was fed better, exercised more often and broken in earlier. It was in my third year that they first put a bridle on me. I remember when the keeper, who considered I was his property, came with a crowd of stable-boys to harness me, expecting me to resist and be uncooperative. They twisted my lip, tied ropes around me to keep me between the shafts. On my back they put leather straps crosswise and fastened them to the shafts to stop me kicking out with my hind legs. And all I wanted was the chance to show them my readiness and liking for hard work!


  They were amazed to see me stepping out like an old horse. They started exercising me and I had trotting practice. With every day I made more progress, so that in three months the general himself and many others praised my gait. But strange as it may seem, precisely because they imagined I belonged to the head keeper and not to myself they took a completely different attitude to the way I trotted.


  My brother colts were raced, records were kept, people came to see them, they were hitched to gilded sulkies and expensive horse-cloths were thrown over them. I was hitched to the head keeper's ordinary droshky when he had to go on business to Chesmenka and other farmsteads. All this was partly because I was piebald, but chiefly because they considered me the keeper's property rather than the Count's.


  Tomorrow, if I am still alive, I shall tell you about the serious consequences the keeper's assertion that he had the right to own me had for me.’


  All that day the horses treated Strider with great respect, but Nester was as rough with him as ever. The peasant's little roan came towards the herd and whinnied, while the bay mare began flirting with him again.


  7


  Third Night


  The new moon rose and the light of its slender sickle fell on Strider as he stood in the middle of the paddock; the other horses crowded round him.


  ‘The most startling consequence of my belonging to the head keeper and not to God or the Count,’ the piebald gelding continued, ‘was that my fast gait – a horse's greatest asset – became the reason for my banishment.


  One day when they were exercising Lebed at the lunge, the head keeper, who'd just come back from Chesmenka, rode me to the track and made me stop. Lebed passed by. He was moving nicely, but he was showing off – he didn't have the knack I had developed of lifting one hoof the moment the other touched the ground, so that not an ounce of energy was wasted and that every effort served to drive the body forward. As I was saying, Lebed went past us. I strained towards the ring and the keeper didn't hold me back.


  “Well, why not try my old piebald against him?” he shouted and the next time Lebed drew level he let me go. Lebed had already got up speed, so I was left behind on the first round, but on the second I started gaining on him, caught up with the sulky, drew level and overtook him. I was given another try – and the same thing happened: I was the faster. And this horrified everyone. They decided that I must be sold at once, to somewhere far away, so that I should be heard of no more.


  “There'll be trouble if the Count finds out!” was what they said. And so I was sold to a dealer, as a shaft-horse. But I didn't stay with him long and I was bought by a hussar who had come for remounts. All this was so cruel and unjust that I was glad to be taken away from Khrenovo and parted from all that had been so near and dear to me for ever: it was too painful for me to stay with my former friends. They could look forward to love, honour and freedom, while only toil and humiliation, humiliation and toil awaited me, to the end of my days! And why? Simply because I was piebald I was fated to become someone else's property.’


  That evening Strider couldn't continue his story: something happened in the paddock that greatly alarmed all the horses. Kupchikha, the pregnant mare who hadn't foaled yet and who'd been listening to the story, suddenly turned away and slowly went off to the shed, where she produced such loud groans that every horse's head turned towards her. Then she lay down, scrambled to her feet and lay down again. The old mares understood what was the matter with her, but the young colts became so excited that they abandoned the gelding and crowded around the suffering mare. By morning there was a new foal, standing unsteadily on its legs. Nester shouted to the stable-boy and he led the mare and foal into a stall, while the others were driven out to pasture.


  8


  Fourth Night


  That evening, when the gates had been closed and everything was quiet, the piebald gelding continued his story:


  ‘During the time I passed from hand to hand I was able to make many detailed observations of men and horses. My longest stays were with two owners: a prince, an officer in the hussars, and then an old lady who lived near the church of St Nikolay the Miracle-Worker. I spent the happiest days of my life with the hussar officer.


  Although he was to blame for my ruin, although he never loved anything or anyone, it was for that very reason that I loved him and still do. I loved him because he was handsome, happy and rich – therefore he loved no one. You'll appreciate that we horses can have the most elevated feelings! His coolness, his cruelty, my dependence on him, lent a particular strength to my love for him. “Kill me, drive me to death!” I used to think in those good old days. “I shall be all the happier for it.”


  He bought me for eight hundred roubles from the dealer to whom the head keeper had sold me. He did this because no one else had any piebald horses. These were the happiest days of my life. He had a mistress. I knew this because I would take him to her every day and sometimes I took them both riding. His mistress was handsome, so was he and so was his coachman. I loved them because of that and life was very good to me then.


  This was my daily routine: early in the morning the stable-boy would come and groom me – not the coachman but the stable-boy. He would open the door, let out all the steam from our bodies, throw out the dung. Then he would take off the horse-cloths and start grooming me with his curry comb, letting the whitish scrapings fall in rows on the floorboards that were dented all over by my hoofs. I would playfully nip his arm and stamp. Then they would lead one horse after the other to the tub of cold water and the young lad would gaze admiringly at the fruits of his labours – at my legs as straight as arrows, my broad hoofs and my glossy crupper and back that were fit to sleep on. Hay would be thrown over the high grating, oats were poured into the oaken mangers. Finally in would come Feofan, the head coachman.


  Master and coachman resembled each other. Neither feared nor loved anyone but himself – and for that reason they were loved by all. Feofan went around in a red shirt, plush trousers and sleeveless coat. I liked it when he came into the stables on holidays, wearing that coat, his hair greased, when he would shout: “So, you've forgotten me, you beast!” And he would prod my haunches with the handle of his pitchfork – never painfully, but simply for the fun of it. I immediately knew he was joking and would flatten my ears and make my teeth click.


  We had a black stallion who drove in a pair. At night we were tethered together. This Polkan had no sense of humour and was a really spiteful devil. Our stalls were next to each other and sometimes we'd bite one another through the partition. Feofan wasn't afraid of him and he'd go straight up to him and shout – and Polkan would look as if he wanted to kill him. But no: Feofan would have the halter on him in a flash. Once the two of us broke into a gallop down Kuznetsky Street. Neither master nor coachman was frightened, but simply laughed, shouted at the people, reined us in and made us swerve so that not a soul was injured.


  I sacrificed half my life and all my best qualities working for them. There they gave me too much to drink and so ruined my legs. But in spite of that these were the best days of my life. At noon they would come and harness me, grease my hoofs, wet my forelock and mane, and put me between the shafts.


  Ours was a wicker sledge, lined with velvet. The harness had little silver buckles, the reins were of silk – like the netting. The harness was such that when all the straps were fastened and in place one couldn't tell where it ended and the horse started! They usually hitched us in the shed. His backside wider than his shoulders, in would come Feofan with a red sash reaching almost to his armpits. He would inspect the harness, sit down, adjust his tunic, stick his foot in the stirrup and invariably crack a joke. He would hang up his whip (with which he almost never struck me) just for appearance's sake and then he'd shout: “Off we go!”


  I would go prancing through the gates and the cook, who'd come out to slop the swill, would stop in the doorway, while the peasants bringing firewood into the yard would stand and gape. Then we would move a short distance before stopping. The footmen would come out and start relaying the latest gossip and we would wait at the entrance – sometimes for three hours – occasionally moving on a little, only to turn round and stand still again. Finally there would be a commotion in the doorway and pot-bellied, grey-haired Tikhon would run out in his frock-coat shouting: “Drive up!” In those days people weren't in the stupid habit of shouting “Forwards!” – as if I didn't know whether to go backwards or forwards! Feofan would click his tongue, up we would drive and out would come the prince in his shako and greatcoat with its grey beaver collar hiding his ruddy, black-browed handsome face that never should have been hidden, stepping casually but hurriedly, as if there were nothing extraordinary or surprising about the sledge or Feofan, who would arch his back and hold his arms outstretched in a way that seemed impossible to maintain for long. Yes, out he would come, his sabre, spurs and the brass backs of his overshoes clattering, walking over the carpet as if in too much of a hurry to take any notice of me or of Feofan, or of what everyone except him was looking at in admiration. Feofan would click his tongue again and I would pull at the traces, drive up at a decent pace and come to a halt, giving the prince a sidelong glance and tossing back my thoroughbred head with its fine forelock. If the prince was in a good mood he would sometimes joke with Feofan, who would reply, turning his handsome head ever so slightly and without lowering his arms, and then make a barely perceptible movement with the reins that only I understood. And off I would trot, clip clop, clip clop, ever lengthening my stride, every muscle of my body quivering, kicking the snow and mud back onto the front of the sledge. In those days they didn't have that silly present-day habit either of shouting “Oh!”, as if the coachman were in pain: then they would call “Watch out!” And as Feofan called “Watch out!” the people would clear the way and stand there craning their necks to see the handsome gelding, the handsome coachman and the handsome prince drive past.


  I was very fond of outstripping trotters. When Feofan and I caught sight of a harness in the distance that was worthy of our efforts, we would fly after it, as swift as the wind. Gradually gaining on it, I would splash mud right onto the back of the other sledge, draw level with the passenger and snort over his head. Then I would come abreast of the harness and shaft-bow and race so far ahead that the other horse was soon lost to sight and all I could hear was the ever-decreasing sound of his hoofs behind me. The prince, Feofan and I would keep silent, pretending that we were so intent on our everyday business that we never noticed the second-rate horses we passed on our way. I loved outstripping other horses, but I also liked seeing a good trotter coming towards me: one instant, one swish of the tail, one glance – and we had passed and once again we were flying along, in opposite directions.’


  The gates creaked and the voices of Nester and Vaska were heard.


  Fifth Night


  The weather was breaking up. The sky had been overcast since the morning and there had been no dew. But it was warm and the mosquitoes were becoming troublesome. As soon as the herd was back in the paddock the horses gathered round the piebald gelding and he finished his story.


  ‘My happy life soon came to an end: it had lasted only two years. At the end of the second winter the happiest event in my life took place, followed by the most terrible disaster. During Shrovetide I took the prince to the races. Atlasny and Bychok were running. I don't know what my master was doing in the pavilion, but when he came out he ordered Feofan to drive me onto the track. I remember being led onto it and lined up against Atlasny, who was harnessed to a sulky, myself to an ordinary town sledge, just as I was. I passed him at the bend and was greeted by roars of laughter and howls of delight.


  When I was led away a whole crowd surged after me. Five horse fanciers offered the prince thousands for me. He only laughed and displayed his white teeth.


  “No,” he said, “he's not a horse but a friend. I wouldn't sell him for a mountain of gold. Good day, gentlemen.” Then he unbuttoned the sledge apron and got in. “To Ostozhenka!” he cried: that was his mistress' address. And off we flew. That was my last happy day.


  We arrived at her place. He called her his, but she had fallen in love with another and gone away with him. The prince was told this when he went up to her flat. It was five o'clock and without harnessing me he drove off after her. They did something to me that had never been done before: I was lashed with the whip and made to gallop. For the very first time I happened to stumble and I felt ashamed and wanted to make amends. Then suddenly I heard the prince shout in a strange voice: “Get going, damn and blast you!” The whip whistled through the air and cut me. I broke into a gallop, my legs striking the metal dashboard. After about fifteen miles we caught his mistress up. I brought him home, but I couldn't stop trembling all night long and could eat nothing. In the morning they gave me water. I drank it, but after that I was never the same horse. I became ill and I was tormented and maimed – “given the treatment” as people call it. My hoofs fell off, I broke out in sores, my legs grew crooked, my chest caved in and I became weak and sluggish in every respect. I was sold to a horse dealer, who fed me on carrots and did something to me that made me appear quite different from what I was in reality, just to fool those who couldn't tell. I lost all my strength and speed. What's more, the dealer tormented me by coming into my stall the moment a customer arrived, lashing me painfully with his whip and frightening me, which sent me into a frenzy. Then he would wipe away the marks from the whip and lead me out. An old lady bought me from the dealer. She was always driving me to the church of St Nikolay the Miracle-Worker and she used to thrash her coachman. He would come and cry in my stall. That's when I discovered that tears have a pleasant, salty taste. Then the old lady died. Her steward sold me to a village shopkeeper. I ate too much wheat and my ailments got worse. The shopkeeper sold me to a peasant. I pulled his plough and had almost nothing to eat. The ploughshare would cut my legs. Again I fell ill. Then I was bartered to a gypsy, who tormented me dreadfully and finally sold me to the steward here. So here lam!’


  No one spoke. It started to drizzle.
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  On its return home the following evening the herd came upon the master, who had a visitor with him. As she was approaching the manor house Zhuldyba had seen two male figures: one was the young master in his straw hat, the other a tall, fat army type. The old mare looked suspiciously at the two men and went gingerly past. The rest of the herd, all of them being young, grew alarmed and uneasy, especially when the master and his guest walked right into the middle of them, pointing out things to each other and chatting.


  ‘I bought that one from Voyeikov – the dappled grey over there,’ the master was saying.


  ‘And whose is that young black with the white socks?’ asked the guest. ‘She's a real beauty!’


  They inspected several of the horses, making them run and stop still. Then they noticed the bay mare.


  ‘She's from the Khrenovo saddle-horse stud,’ the master said.


  It was impossible to inspect all the horses on the move. The master called for Nester and the old man hurriedly drove his heels into the piebald's sides and trotted on ahead. Although the gelding was limping and stumbling one could see that he would not have complained had he been ordered to run at top speed, even to the end of the world. He was ever ready to gallop, which he now tried to do, starting with his good right leg.


  ‘You won't find a better mare in the whole of Russia,’ said the master, pointing one of the horses out. The visitor praised her. Then the master ran up and down excitedly, pointing out and giving his guest the whole history and pedigree of every horse. The visitor was plainly bored listening to his host, but he invented questions to make it appear he was interested.


  ‘Yes, oh yes!’ he said absently.


  ‘Take a look,’ said the master, ignoring his guest. ‘Just look at those legs! She cost me a fortune, but her three-year-old colt is already trotting.’


  ‘You say he's a good trotter?’ asked the guest.


  And they discussed all of the horses until there were none left to discuss. A brief pause followed.


  ‘Well, shall we go?’


  ‘Yes, let's go!’


  They went through the gates. The visitor was glad that the exhibition was over and that they could now go back to the house, where they could eat, drink and smoke. And he visibly brightened up. As they passed Nester, who was seated on the piebald gelding, awaiting further orders, the visitor slapped the gelding's crupper with his big fleshy hand.


  ‘There's a real beauty! I once had a piebald like that myself – remember my telling you about him?’


  When he realized that his guest wasn't referring to one of his horses, the host turned a deaf ear and kept looking back at the herd.


  Suddenly he heard a stupid, weak and senile neighing right in his ear: it was the piebald, who broke off without finishing, as if confused. Neither guest nor host paid any attention to it and went back to the house. Strider had recognized in that flabby old man his beloved master, the once brilliant, rich and handsome Serpukhovskoy.
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  The drizzle continued. In the paddock it was gloomy, but things were quite different in the manor house. A luxurious tea was being served in the luxurious drawing-room. The host, hostess and guest were having tea.


  The hostess was pregnant, which was abundantly plain from her swollen stomach, from the erectness with which she held herself at the samovar, from her plumpness and particularly from her wide eyes that seemed to be looking solemnly, meekly inwards.


  The host was holding a box of high-quality, ten-year-old cigars that no one else had – or so he maintained, eager to impress his guest. He was a handsome man of about twenty-five, fresh-looking, well-groomed, well-combed. At home he wore a loose-fitting woollen suit, tailored in London. From his watch chain hung huge, expensive gold trinkets. His cufflinks were also of gold, similarly massive and set with turquoise. His beard was trimmed à la Napoleon III and his mousetail whiskers were waxed and curled as only Parisian hairdressers could do. The hostess was wearing a silk muslin dress patterned with large, brightly coloured bunches of flowers and in her thick brown hair – not entirely her own but beautiful nonetheless – there were large gold pins, apparently specially made for her. On her hands and arms she wore numerous bracelets and rings, all very expensive. The samovar was of silver, the tea service of the finest bone china. Magnificent in his tails, white waistcoat and cravat, a footman stood like a statue at the door, awaiting orders. The furniture was elaborately carved, elegant, shiny, the wallpaper dark, with a floral pattern. Near the table a greyhound of exceptionally fine pedigree, with an exceptionally difficult name that neither could pronounce properly since neither knew English, lay with a tinkling silver chain around its neck. In one corner, among some plants, stood an inlaid grand piano. Everything gave an impression of being new, luxurious, rare. This was all very well, but it still bore the unmistakable stamp of excess, ostentation and absence of intellectual interests.


  The host was a great race-horse enthusiast. A burly man of sanguine disposition, he was the type that never dies out, who rides around in a sable coat, tosses expensive bouquets to actresses, drinks the most expensive wines from the best houses, in the best hotels, awards prizes in his own name and keeps the most expensive mistresses.


  His guest, Nikita Serpukhovskoy, was a man of over forty, tall, fat and bald, with a large moustache and side whiskers. He must have been very handsome in his younger days, but had gone to seed and clearly deteriorated physically, morally and financially.


  He was so deep in debt that he had been forced to go into the civil service to keep out of prison. Now he was on his way to the county town, where he had been put in charge of a stud-farm. It was only through influential relatives that he had got the job. He was wearing a high-collared military jacket and blue trousers. The jacket and trousers were such as only the wealthy wear, as were his linen and his English-made watch. His boots had the most incredible soles, almost an inch thick.


  Nikita Serpukhovskoy had gone through the whole of a two-million fortune and he owed 120,000. A fortune of this size invariably gives a man some kind of status, so that he can obtain credit and live almost in luxury for another ten years. The ten years had passed, the status had simply evaporated and Nikita's life had become a misery. He began to drink – that is, wine, which made him tipsy, something that had never happened before. But the drinking had never really begun or ended. His decline and fall were apparent chiefly in his nervous glances (his eyes had begun to dart) and in his hesitant speech and movements. This nervousness was all the more striking as it was evidently something quite new: never in all his life had he been afraid of any one or any thing and only recently had his terrible tribulations reduced him to this state of fear and trembling that was quite out of character. Both host and hostess noticed this, exchanged knowing glances and decided to postpone any detailed discussion about him until they had gone to bed. So they put up with poor Nikita and were even nice to him. The sight of the young host's happiness made Nikita feel humiliated and morbidly envious as he recalled his irretrievable past.


  ‘Do you mind if we smoke, Marie?’ he asked, addressing the hostess in that peculiar, elusive tone that only comes from worldly experience – polite and friendly, but not altogether respectful, the tone in which the sophisticated speak to their friends' mistresses as opposed to their wives. Not that he wished to offend her: on the contrary. He rather wanted to ingratiate himself with her and his host, although he himself would never have admitted it. But he had long been accustomed to taking that tone with women like her. He knew that she herself would have been surprised, offended even, had he treated her as a lady. Besides, he needed to keep in reserve the accepted, conventional tone of respect for the occasions when he spoke to the real wife of his equal. He always treated such women deferentially, not because he shared the so-called convictions advocated by popular magazines (he never read that rubbish) regarding respect for the dignity of every human being, the worthlessness of marriage and so on, but because all decent men behaved like that, and, after all, he was a decent man, although fallen.


  He took a cigar but his host tactlessly grabbed a whole handful and offered them to his guest.


  ‘Help yourself, you'll see how good they are.’


  Nikita brushed away the cigars and there was a glimmer of insult and injury in his eyes. ‘Thank you,’ he said, taking out his cigar case. ‘Here, try one of mine.’


  The hostess was a sensitive woman: she had noticed the guest's discomfiture and hastened to tell him: ‘I simply adore cigars. I'd smoke myself if everyone around me wasn't always smoking.’


  And she produced one of her pretty half-smiles. He smiled back weakly: two of his teeth were missing.


  ‘No, please take this,’ continued the tactless host. ‘The others aren't so strong. Fritz, bringen Sie noch einen Kasten,’ he said, ‘dort zwei.’2


  The German footman brought a fresh box.


  ‘Which do you prefer? Strong ones? Now, these are really excellent, take the lot,’ he insisted. He was evidently so delighted at being able to boast of his rare possessions that he was oblivious of all else. Serpukhovskoy lit up and hastened to resume the conversation.


  ‘So, how much did Atlasny set you back?’ he asked.


  ‘A fortune. At least five thousand roubles. But the horse was a good buy. You should see his offspring.’


  ‘Trotters?’ asked Serpukhovskoy.


  ‘Excellent ones! This year his son took three prizes – in Tula,3 Moscow and in St Petersburg, racing against Voyeikov's Vorony. If that swine of a jockey hadn't made four blunders he'd have left him standing at the flag.’


  ‘He's still a bit raw, though. Too much Dutch blood in him, if you ask me,’ observed Serpukhovskoy.


  ‘And there's the mares. I'll show you them tomorrow. I paid three thousand for Dobraya, two thousand for Laskovaya.’


  And again the host started making an inventory of his riches. The hostess could see that this was painful for Serpukhovskoy and that he was only pretending to listen.


  ‘Would you care for more tea?’ she asked.


  ‘No thank you,’ the host replied and went on talking. She rose, but the host stopped her and embraced and kissed her. Serpukhovskoy almost forced a smile as he looked at them – for their sakes – but after the host had got up, put his arm around his mistress's waist and seen her to the door, Nikita's expression suddenly changed. He gave a deep sigh and a look of despair appeared on his puffy face. There was even a shade of animosity in it.
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  The host returned smiling and he sat down opposite Nikita. For a while neither said a word.


  ‘So, you were saying you bought him from Voyeikov,’ Serpukhovskoy said in an offhand tone.


  ‘Yes… Atlasny… I did tell you. I wanted to buy some mares from Dubovitsky but there was only rubbish left.’


  ‘He's bankrupt,’ said Serpukhovskoy, suddenly stopping and looking around. Then he remembered that he owed this ‘bankrupt’ twenty thousand roubles. And if anyone deserved to be called bankrupt it was him! He said nothing.


  Again there was a long silence. The host turned over in his mind all the things he could possibly boast about to his guest. Serpukhovskoy wondered what he could say to show that he didn't consider himself bankrupt. But both their brains were functioning sluggishly now, despite their efforts to brace themselves with cigars.


  ‘When is he going to offer me a drink?’ wondered Serpukhovskoy.


  ‘We'd better have some drinks now or I'll die of boredom,’ thought the host.


  ‘Do you intend staying long?’ asked Serpukhovskoy.


  ‘About another month, I think. Well, what about a little supper, eh? Is it ready, Fritz?’


  They went into the dining-room. Under a hanging lamp stood a table with candelabra on it, laid with the most remarkable things: siphons, bottles with dolls stuck in the corks, decanters of remarkable wine, remarkable savouries, various vodkas. They drank and ate – then they drank again and ate again. The conversation got under way. Serpukhovskoy was flushed and spoke without inhibition. They talked about women, about who lived with this one or that, whether gypsy girls, dancers, French women…


  ‘So, you've dropped Matier?’ asked the host: Matier was the woman who had ruined Serpukhovskoy.


  ‘No – she left me! Oh, my dear chap, when I think of the money I've gone through in my life. Now I'm only too pleased to get my hands on a thousand roubles. Really, I'll be so glad to get away from everyone. I can't live in Moscow any longer… Oh, what's the point talking!’


  The host was bored listening to Serpukhovskoy: he wanted to talk about himself, to boast. But Serpukhovskoy also wanted to talk about himself and his brilliant past. The host poured him some wine and waited for him to finish, so that he could talk about himself, about how he had organized his stud-farm now in a way no one had ever thought of, about how Marie loved him not only for his money, but with her whole heart.


  ‘As I was about to tell you, on my stud-farm,’ he began, but Serpukhovskoy interrupted him.


  ‘I can honestly say,’ he began, ‘there was a time when I loved life and knew how to live. Just now you mentioned trotters. Tell me, which one's your fastest horse?’


  The host jumped at the chance to tell him more about his stud-farm and he had barely begun when Serpukhovskoy again interrupted him.


  ‘Yes, you breeders do it out of sheer vanity, not for enjoyment and getting the most out of life. But with me things were quite different. Remember my telling you about the piebald trotter I once had, with just the same colour spots as the one your horse-herd was riding? Oh, that was a horse for you! You've no idea! It was back in ’42 and I'd only just arrived in Moscow. So, I went to a dealer and I saw a piebald gelding. Good points, lovely gait. I really liked him. The price? One thousand. Yes, I took a real fancy to him, bought him and started driving him. Neither you nor me, nor anyone else has ever had – or ever will! – a horse like him! No horse could match him in speed, strength and beauty. You were just a small boy then, so you wouldn't have known him, but it's possible you heard of him. All Moscow had.’


  ‘Yes, I think I did,’ the host replied reluctantly. ‘But I wanted to tell you about my own…’


  ‘So you did hear! I bought him just like that, without papers or certificates. Voyeikov and I traced his ancestors. He was Strider, son of Lyubezny the First. And what a stride he had! But because he was piebald the Khrenovo stud-farm sold him to a head keeper who had him castrated and sold him to a dealer. You don't find horses like him any more, dear chap! Oh, those were the days! “Oh, my youth, my lost youth!”’ he sang from the gypsy song: he was getting very tipsy. ‘Oh yes, those were happy days! I was twenty-five, with eighty thousand a year, not one grey hair and all my teeth – like pearls they were! I succeeded in everything I touched. And now all that's finished…’


  ‘In those days horses weren't as fast as they are now,’ remarked the host, taking advantage of the pause. ‘I can tell you that my first horses started trotting without…’


  ‘Your horses! Well, they were a lot faster in those days.’


  ‘What do you mean – faster?’


  ‘What I say – faster. I remember once driving Strider to the Moscow races. I didn't enter any of my own horses, I never cared for trotters. I only kept thoroughbreds – General, Sholet, Mahomed. So, I drove up with the piebald. My driver was a splendid chap, I loved him. But he took to drink… Well, I arrived at the races. When they asked: “When are you going to breed race-horses, Serpukhovskoy?” I replied: “To hell with your common race-horses! That piebald nag of mine can outpace all of yours!” “No, he can't,” they replied. “I bet you a thousand.” We shook on it. We raced them. Mine came in first by five seconds, so I won the thousand. But that's nothing. I once did eighty miles in three hours with a troika of thoroughbreds. All Moscow was talking about it!’


  And Serpukhovskoy began lying so fluently, so skilfully, that the host could not get a word in edgeways and he sat opposite him with the most dejected look, filling his own and his guest's glass every now and then solely to distract himself.


  It was getting light. Still they sat there. The host was bored to death. He got up.


  ‘Yes, time to turn in,’ Serpukhovskoy said, struggling to his feet, puffing out his cheeks and staggering off to the room they had prepared for him.


  *


  The host was lying beside his mistress.


  ‘No, he's quite impossible! He had too much to drink and told a whole pack of lies.’


  ‘And he was trying to flirt with me.’


  ‘I'm scared he'll ask for money.’


  Serpukhovskoy was lying fully dressed on top of his bed, puffing away. ‘Seems I told them a lot of lies,’ he thought. ‘Well, what of it? The wine was good, but he's a real pig. Something cheap about him… And I'm a pig as well!’ he told himself and burst out laughing. ’First I used to keep mistresses and now they keep me! Yes, that Vinkler woman will keep me, I'll take money off her. It serves him right, he darned well deserves it! But I'd better get undressed… damn, I can't get these boots off.’


  ‘Hey there!’ he shouted, but the servant assigned to him had long gone to bed.


  He sat up, took off his tunic and waistcoat and somehow managed to kick off his trousers – but it was a long time before he could get rid of his boots as his soft belly was in the way. Somehow he succeeded in pulling off one boot, but exhausted himself trying to pull off the other. So, with one boot still on, he flopped back onto the bed and started snoring, filling the whole room with the smell of tobacco, wine and hideous old age.
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  Even if Strider had wanted to recall more that night he was unable to, as Vaska led him away. He threw the horse-cloth over him and galloped off, then he kept him tied up all night outside a tavern, next to a peasant's horse. The two horses licked each other. In the morning Strider returned to the herd and he could not stop scratching himself.


  ‘Why am I itching so badly?’ he wondered.


  Five days passed. They called in the veterinary surgeon who joyfully exclaimed: ‘He's got the mange. Sell him to the gypsies.’


  ‘What for? Cut his throat, I just want to be rid of him.’


  The morning was calm and bright. The herd had gone out to pasture, but Strider was left behind. A strange-looking man arrived – thin, dark and dirty, his coat covered with black stains. He was the flayer. Without looking at Strider he grasped the halter and led him away. Strider went quietly, without glancing back, as usual dragging his legs and catching his hind ones in the straw. When they had passed through the gates he strained towards the well, but the flayer pulled him back and said: ‘What's the point?’


  The flayer, together with Vaska who was walking behind, went to a little gully behind a brick shed and stopped, as if there were something extraordinary about that most ordinary of places. After handing Vaska the halter, the flayer took off his jacket, rolled up his sleeves, took a knife and whetstone from his boot top and started sharpening the blade. The gelding stretched towards the halter strap so that he could while away the time by chewing on it, but it was out of reach and he sighed and closed his eyes. His lip hung down, revealing the yellow stumps of his teeth and he began to drowse to the sound of the whetting. But his sore leg with the swelling would not stop twitching. Suddenly he felt someone take him by the jaw and jerk his head upwards. He opened his eyes. Two dogs were standing in front of him, one sniffing at the flayer, the other sitting staring at him as if he expected something from him. The gelding glanced at them and started rubbing his cheek against the arm that was holding him.


  ‘Yes, they're going to cure me,’ he thought. ‘Well, let them get on with it!’


  And, sure enough, he felt them do something to his throat. There was a stab of pain, he shuddered, kicked out with one leg, but then checked himself and waited for what would follow. What followed was that something liquid streamed down his neck and chest. He heaved such a deep sigh that his sides filled out and immediately he felt easier: the whole burden of his life was lightened. He closed his eyes and let his head drop: no one was holding it up. Then his neck dropped, his legs quivered and his whole body tottered. He was not so much frightened as surprised. Everything was so different now. In his surprise he strained forwards, upwards, but he stumbled and started falling onto one side. As he tried to take a few steps he slumped over onto his left side. While he waited for the convulsions to stop, the flayer drove away the dogs that had ventured nearer, after which he took hold of one leg, turned the gelding over onto his back, ordered Vaska to hold it and started skinning.


  ‘Well, there was a horse for you,’ said Vaska.


  ‘With a bit more flesh on him he'd have made a good hide,’ commented the flayer.


  In the evening the herd came back up the hill and those on the left side could see some dogs down below busying themselves around something red, with crows and kites circling above it. One dog had propped its paws on the carcass, shaking its head from side to side as it tore off a piece with a crunching sound. The bay mare stopped, stretched out her head and sniffed the air for a long time. The horse-herds had great difficulty making her move on.


  At dawn, in a glade at the bottom of an overgrown gully that cut through the old forest, some large-headed wolf cubs were joyfully whimpering. There were five of them: four almost the same size and one smaller, its head bigger than its body. A skinny she-wolf that had shed her coat, dragging her body with teats that hung down to the ground, emerged from the bushes and sat in front of her cubs, who formed a semi-circle. She went up to the smallest, bent her forelegs, and lowered her muzzle. Opening wide her fanged jaws she strained hard and after a few convulsions hawked up a large piece of horse flesh. The larger cubs rushed towards it, but she chased them off and gave the whole chunk to the smallest one, who snarled as if in a rage, seized the piece and started devouring it. And in the same way the she-wolf hawked up a piece for the second, then for the third, until all five cubs had a piece. Then she lay down to rest near them.


  A week later all that remained near the brick shed were a large skull and two thigh bones: everything else had gone. A peasant who went around collecting bones took the skull and thigh bones away and found some use for them.


  Serpukhovskoy's body that had previously gone around eating and drinking was committed to the ground much later. Neither his skin, flesh nor bones were of use to anyone. And just as his body that had walked this earth had been a great burden to everyone, for twenty years, so the committal of his dead body was nothing more than a great nuisance for those who had to perform the task. For a long time no one had needed him, for a long time he had been a burden to everyone, but for all that the dead who bury their dead4 found it necessary to clothe his swollen, decomposing body in a fine uniform and fine boots, lay it in a fine new coffin with new tassels at all four corners, then place this coffin inside another and take it to Moscow, where they dug up some long-buried human bones, so that they could hide that rotting, worm-ridden body in its new uniform and polished boots in precisely the same place and cover everything with earth.


  GOD SEES THE TRUTH

  BUT WAITS


  (A Fable)


  In the town of Vladimir1 there lived a young merchant by the name of Aksyonov. He owned two shops and a house.


  Aksyonov was handsome, with light-brown curly hair, very jovial, and a singer without equal. Ever since he was a young man he drank a great deal and when he was tipsy he would go on the rampage. But after he married he gave up drinking and there were only occasional lapses.


  One summer Aksyonov went off to the Fair at Nizhny.2 As he was saying goodbye to his family his wife told him:


  ‘Please don't go now, Ivan Dmitriyevich, I've had a bad dream about you.’


  Aksyonov laughed and retorted: ‘You're really scared I might start drinking at the Fair, aren't you?’


  His wife replied: ‘I can't say what I'm scared of, but it was such a nasty dream: you came back from town and took your cap off – and then I saw you'd gone completely grey!’


  Aksyonov laughed again. ‘Don't worry, I'll do some good business there, make a nice little profit and then I can bring you back some expensive presents!’


  And he said goodbye to his family and set off.


  Halfway there he met a merchant friend and stayed overnight with him at an inn. After having tea together they went to bed, in adjoining rooms. Aksyonov was an early riser. He woke up in the middle of the night and, since it was easier travelling when it was cool, he roused his driver and told him to harness the horse. Then he went round to the office at the back of the inn, settled up with the innkeeper and drove off. After about twenty miles he stopped again to feed the horse, rested for a while in the inn vestibule, after which he went outside and ordered dinner and a samovar. Then he took his guitar and started playing. Suddenly a troika with bells ringing drove up to the yard and out of the carriage stepped an official with two soldiers. He went up to Aksyonov and asked him who he was and where he was from. Aksyonov told him everything down to the last detail and asked if he'd care to have some tea with him. But the official only kept badgering him with questions: Where had he slept the previous night? Had he been alone with the merchant? Had he seen the merchant the morning before he left? Why had he started out so early? Aksyonov was amazed at this cross-examination: he had told them everything, exactly as it had happened.


  ‘Why are you questioning me?’ he asked. ‘I'm no thief, I'm not some kind of highwayman. I'm going honestly about my business and you've no reason to question me.’


  Then the official summoned the soldiers and said:


  ‘I'm the district police inspector and I'm asking you these questions because the merchant who was with you last night has had his throat cut. Now, show me your belongings – and you (he turned to the soldiers) – search him!’


  They went into the office, seized his trunk and bag, opened them and began their search. Suddenly the police inspector took a knife from the bag and shouted:


  ‘Whose knife is this?’


  Aksyonov looked and saw that the knife they had found in the bag was bloodstained and he was scared out of his wits.


  ‘How does there come to be blood on the knife?’ asked the police inspector.


  Aksyonov tried to answer, but he was dumbstruck.


  ‘I… I… d-don't know… I… that knife… I mean… it's n-not mine,’ he stammered.


  ‘This morning the merchant was found in bed with his throat cut. No one else but you could have done it. The hut was locked on the inside and no one else was there. And now we find this bloodstained knife in your bag. I can see you're guilty from your face. Come on, tell me how you murdered him and how much money you stole.’


  Aksyonov swore to God that he was not the murderer, that he hadn't set eyes on the merchant after they'd had tea together, that the eight thousand roubles he had on him were his own and that the knife wasn't his. But his voice kept breaking, his face was ashen and he was quaking all over with fear, just like a guilty man.


  The police inspector ordered the soldiers to tie him up and take him to the cart. As he was bundled into it, his legs bound with rope, Aksyonov crossed himself and burst into tears. All his baggage and money were confiscated and he was sent off to the gaol in the neighbouring town. Inquiries were made in Vladimir as to his character and all the townspeople testified that, ever since he was young, Aksyonov liked to have a few drinks and enjoy himself but he was a good man. He was accused of murdering the merchant from Ryazan3 and of stealing twenty thousand roubles.


  His wife was grief-stricken and simply did not know what to think. Although her children were still young and one of them was at the breast, she took them off with her to the town where her husband was imprisoned. At first they refused to let her see him but she prevailed upon the authorities and was taken to him. After one look at him in his prison clothes, in fetters, with criminals for company, she collapsed and it was some time before she came to her senses. Then she gathered her children around her, sat down next to him and began telling him about all that had been happening at home, after which she asked what had happened to him. He told her everything.


  ‘What are we going to do now?’ she asked.


  ‘We must petition the Tsar,’ he replied. ‘They can't let an innocent man perish.’


  His wife told him that she had already sent a petition to the Tsar, but it had been rejected. Aksyonov did not reply and looked down at the floor. ‘You see,’ continued his wife, ‘it wasn't for nothing that I dreamt your hair had gone grey. And now all your troubles have well and truly turned it grey. It was a great mistake going to the Fair when you did.’


  As she ran her fingers through his hair she added: ‘Darling Vanya, tell me, your wife, the truth! Did you do it?’


  Aksyonov replied: ‘How can you possibly think that I did it?’ And he buried his face in his hands and sobbed. Then a soldier camed to announce that it was time for his wife and children to leave. And Aksyonov bade his family farewell for the last time.


  After his wife had left Aksyonov thought about what they had said and when he recalled that she too had thought him guilty, and had in fact asked him point-blank if he had killed the merchant, he told himself: ‘Obviously, no one except God can know the truth… only from Him should I ask for help, from Him alone can I expect mercy.’


  And from that time onwards Aksyonov stopped sending in petitions, stopped hoping and simply prayed to God.


  Aksyonov was sentenced to a flogging and then to be sent to hard labour in Siberia. The sentence was carried out.


  He was duly flogged and later, when his wounds had healed, he was packed off with other convicts to Siberia.


  Aksyonov lived twenty-six years in the Siberian penal settlement. His hair turned as white as snow and his beard grew long, straggly and grey. All his old gaiety simply vanished. He developed a stoop, went around quietly, said little, never smiled, and prayed frequently.


  In prison Aksyonov learnt how to make boots and with the money he earned he bought a Saints' Calendar4 and read it whenever he had enough light. On church holidays he would go to the prison chapel, read the Gospels and sing in the choir – he still had a good voice. The authorities liked Aksyonov for being so meek and mild, while his prison comrades respected him and called him ‘Grandpa’ and ‘Man of God’. Whenever they wanted to make a petition his fellow convicts invariably asked Aksyonov to submit it to the authorities; whenever quarrels broke out among the convicts they always came to Aksyonov to settle them. No one ever wrote to Aksyonov from home, therefore he had no idea whether his wife and children were alive.


  One day a batch of new convicts arrived. In the evening all the regular convicts gathered around the new arrivals and proceeded to fire questions at them, asking what town or village they hailed from and of what they had been convicted.


  Aksyonov too sat on a bunk near the new convicts, looked down at the floor and listened to their various narratives. Among the new arrivals was a tall, handsome man of sixty, with a grey, close-cropped beard. He was telling them why he had been arrested.


  ‘Well, lads,’ he was saying. ‘I've been sent here for nothing at all. All I did was unhitch a horse from a sledge. I was arrested and accused of stealing it. But I told them that all I wanted was to get somewhere double-quick and then I would let the horse go. And the driver was a friend of mine! So, what was wrong with that?


  ‘“No,” they insisted. “You stole it!” But they didn't even know if anything had in fact been stolen and where. There's things for which I could easily have been sent here long ago, but they couldn't find enough evidence to convict me. And now they go and send me against the law! But I'm leading you on… I've been to Siberia before, though it was a short stay!’


  ‘And where might you be from?’ asked one of the convicts.


  ‘From Vladimir, we're small tradesmen there. My Christian name's Makar and my surname's Semyonych.’


  At this Aksyonov pricked up his ears and asked: ‘Semyonych, did you ever hear of some merchants in Vladimir by the name of Aksyonov? Are they still alive?’


  ‘Of course I've heard of them! Well-to-do people, although the father happens to be in Siberia. He's in the same position as us, I'm sorry to say. And what did they send you here for, Grandpa?’


  Aksyonov hated talking about his own misfortunes and all he did was sigh and say: ‘To pay for my sins I've done twenty-six years penal servitude.’


  Makar Semyonov asked: ‘What sins?’


  ‘Well, sins that got me what I deserved,’ he replied. He was reluctant to say more, but his fellow convicts told Makar how Aksyonov came to be in Siberia. They told him the story of the merchant who was murdered while travelling, about the knife that had been planted on Aksyonov and how he had been wrongly convicted.


  When Makar heard this he stared at Aksyonov, clapped his hands on his knees and said: ‘That's amazing. Really amazing! But how you've changed, Grandpa!’


  The others asked him why he was so amazed and where he'd seen Aksyonov before, but Makar would not answer their questions and merely replied: ‘It's amazing! You never know when you might bump into someone!’


  When he heard this it struck Aksyonov that this man might well know who had murdered the merchant.


  ‘You either heard about it before, Semyonych,’ he said, ‘or you've seen me before.’


  ‘How could I not hear about it? The world's full of stories like that. But it was all such a long time ago. Whatever I heard then I've forgotten by now.’


  ‘Did you ever hear who murdered the merchant, by any chance?’ asked Aksyonov. Makar Semyonov laughed and replied:


  ‘It's obvious the murderer was the one in whose bag the knife was found. If someone planted a knife on you he hasn't been caught – no man is a thief until he's caught! And how could anyone have slipped a knife into your bag? He'd have had to be standing right at the head of your bed – and then you'd have heard him.’


  The moment Aksyonov heard these words he suspected that this was the man who had murdered the merchant. He got up and went away. All that night Aksyonov could not sleep. He was utterly depressed and first he visualized his wife as she had looked when she saw him off for the last time, when he went to the Fair. And he could see her just as if she were standing there right before him. He could see her face and her eyes, and he could hear her laughing and talking to him. Then he pictured his children as they had been then, so tiny, one of them in his little fur jacket, the other at his mother's breast. And then he imagined himself as he had been at the time – so cheerful, so young. He recalled how he had sat in the porch of the inn where he had been arrested playing the guitar. How light-hearted he had been then! And he recalled the place of execution where he had been flogged, the executioner, the crowd all around, the fetters and the other convicts, all his twenty-six years of prison life, his old age. All this he recalled and he became so dejected he felt like putting an end to his life there and then.


  ‘All because of that villain!’ Aksyonov thought.


  And he became so furious with Makar Semyonov that he could have attacked him on the spot, and taken his revenge. All night long he recited prayers, but it did not calm him down. During the day he did not go near Makar Semyonov, nor did he so much as look at him.


  And so two weeks passed. Aksyonov could not sleep at night and he sank into such a deep depression that he just did not know what to do with himself.


  One night, when he was wandering around the prison, he saw someone throwing earth out from under one of the bunks. He stopped to take a closer look. Suddenly Makar Semyonov leapt out from under the bunk and looked at Aksyonov in terror. Aksyonov wanted to move on and make as if he had not seen what the other was doing, but Makar grabbed his arm and told him how he was digging a tunnel under the wall, how every day he would carry some earth in the tops of his boots and get rid of it by scattering it in the road when they were being marched to work.


  ‘If you keep your mouth shut I'll take you with me, Grandpa,’ he said. ‘But if you inform on me I'll be flogged – and then you won't get away with it. I'll kill you!’


  When Aksyonov looked at the villain who had done him so much harm his whole body was convulsed with rage and he tore his arm away.


  ‘There's no point in my escaping from here,’ he said. ‘And you can't kill me now – you did that long ago. As to whether I shall inform on you or not, God will show me in my heart what to do.’


  Next day, when the convicts were being marched to work, the soldiers caught Makar scattering earth over the ground. They searched the prison and discovered the hole. The Governor arrived and started questioning everyone as to who had dug the hole. All of them denied it. Those who knew the culprit did not betray Makar Semyonov, as they knew he would be flogged to within an inch of his life. Then the Governor turned to Aksyonov. Knowing him to be a truthful man he asked: ‘You always tell the truth. Now, tell me before God, who did this?’


  Makar stood there as if butter wouldn't melt in his mouth and looked only at the Governor, ignoring Aksyonov. Aksyonov's hands and lips were trembling and it was a long time before he could utter a word. ‘I could cover up for him, but why should I forgive the man who ruined me?’ he thought. ‘Let him pay the price for all my suffering. On the other hand, they're bound to flog him if I testify against him. And what if my suspicions are wrong? Would it make me feel any easier?’


  The Governor repeated the question: ‘Tell me the truth, old man. Who was trying to dig a tunnel?’


  Aksyonov glanced at Makar Semyonov and said:


  ‘I saw nothing and I know nothing.’


  And so they did not find out who had been digging the tunnel. The following night, when Aksyonov had lain down in his bunk and had almost dozed off, he heard someone come over to him and sit at the foot of the bunk. He peered through the darkness and recognized Makar.


  Aksyonov asked: ‘What more do you want from me? What are you doing here?’


  Makar Semyonov did not reply. Aksyonov sat up and repeated: ‘What else do you want? Get away from me or I'll call one of the guards.’


  At this Makar Semyonov leant towards Aksyonov and whispered: ‘Ivan Dmitriyevich! Forgive me!’


  Aksyonov replied: ‘Forgive you for what?’


  ‘I murdered the merchant. I planted the knife on you. I wanted to murder you, too, but someone made a noise in the yard, so I slipped the knife into your bag and escaped through the window.’


  Aksyonov was silent, not knowing what to say. Makar Semyonov climbed down from the bunk, prostrated himself and said: ‘Ivan Dmitriyevich, forgive me. For God's sake forgive me! I'll confess to the murder and they'll grant you a pardon. Then you'll be able to go home.’


  Aksyonov retorted: ‘It's easy enough for you to go and tell them, but just think what I'll have to endure! Where shall I go? My wife's dead, my children will have forgotten me. I've nowhere to go…’


  Makar Semyonov remained crouching and beat his head on the floor. ‘Ivan Dmitriyevich! Forgive me!’ he repeated. ‘The flogging they gave me was easier to bear than looking at you now! When I think how you took pity on me and didn't inform. Oh, forgive me for Christ's sake! Forgive me – I'm such a rotten bastard!’


  And he burst into loud sobbing.


  When Aksyonov heard Makar Semyonov weeping he too wept.


  ‘God will forgive you,’ he said. ‘Perhaps I'm a hundred times worse!’


  And suddenly his heart became lighter. No longer did he pine for home, no longer did he even want to leave prison. All he thought of was his last hour…


  Makar Semyonov ignored what Aksyonov had said and he confessed. When official permission finally came for Aksyonov to return home he had passed away.
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  An officer called Zhilin was serving in the Caucasus. One day he received a letter from home. It was from his elderly mother who wrote, ‘I'm getting old now and should like to see my beloved son before I die. Please come and say farewell. Bury me and then go back to the army, and God be with you. I've found you a fiancée, who is both intelligent and pretty and who has some property. If you like her, perhaps you'll marry her and settle down here for good.’


  Zhilin thought it over. ‘Yes, the old lady is really quite poorly and I may never see her again. Yes, I'd better go. And if the girl is pretty I could marry her.’


  So he went to see the colonel, was granted leave, said goodbye to his fellow officers, treated his men to four pailfuls of vodka as a parting gift and prepared for the journey.


  At that time there was war in the Caucasus. Travelling along the road on one's own, either by day or night, was far too dangerous: any Russians who ventured any distance from the fortress, on horseback or on foot, would either be killed by the Tatars or carried off into the mountains. Therefore arrangements had been made for civilians to be escorted twice weekly from one fortress to the next, with the soldiers in front and at the rear.


  It was summer. At dawn the baggage-train gathered just outside the fortress and was joined by the escort and moved off. Zhilin was on horseback and his luggage was in one of the carts. They had about sixteen miles to go and the baggage-train made slow progress.


  Every now and then the soldiers would stop for a rest, or a wheel would come off, or a horse would refuse to go on, and then the whole convoy would have to stop and wait.


  By the time the sun was past its highest point they had covered only about half the distance. It was hot and dusty, the sun beat down and there was no shade anywhere: all around was the bare steppe, without a tree or bush in sight.


  Zhilin rode on ahead and then he stopped to wait for the baggage-train to catch him up. Yet again he heard the bugle give the signal to stop. Zhilin wondered, ‘Why don't I go on ahead without the soldiers? I have a fine horse and if I come across any Tatars I can gallop away. Or perhaps I should be patient…?’


  As he stopped to reflect, another officer, Kostylin, armed with a rifle, rode up and said, ‘Let's go on alone, Zhilin. I can't stand it – I'm starving, it's simply sweltering and my shirt's wringing wet.’ Kostylin was a heavily built, stout man and the sweat poured down his red face.


  After a pause for thought, Zhilin asked, ‘Is your rifle loaded?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Let's go then – but only on condition we stick together.’


  And they rode on ahead over the plain, keeping a look-out on both sides and chatting away. They could see for miles.


  Soon the steppe ended and the road ran along a narrow defile between two hills.


  ‘We'd better ride up and have a look round. You never know – the Tatars might leap out on us before we know it,’ Zhilin said.


  Kostylin objected, ‘What's the point? Let's carry straight on.’


  Zhilin would not agree. ‘No,’ he said. ‘You wait here while I go up and have a quick look.’


  And he rode up the slope to the left. Zhilin's horse was a hunter which he had bought as a colt for one hundred roubles and had broken in himself. It simply flew up the steep slope with him. He had barely reached the top when he saw some thirty mounted Tatars a stone's throw away. He immediately turned back, but the Tatars had seen him and chased after him, drawing their rifles as they rode at full tilt. Zhilin tore down the slope as fast as his horse's legs would go, shouting to Kostylin, ‘Get your rifle ready!’ at the same time telling his horse in his thoughts, ‘Get me out of this mess, old girl! If you stumble I'm finished. They won't get me once I have my gun!’


  But as soon as Kostylin saw the Tatars, instead of waiting he rode hell for leather back towards the fortress, whipping his horse first on one side, then the other. All that could be seen in the clouds of dust was the horse's waving tail.


  Zhilin saw that the situation was hopeless. His rifle was gone and he could not offer much resistance with a sabre. So he headed back towards the escort, thinking that he might escape that way. But there were six of them rushing to cut him off. His horse was a good one, but theirs were even better and they were already across his path. He tried to rein in his horse to change direction, but it was going too fast and made straight for the Tatars. Zhilin saw a red-bearded Tatar coming at him on a grey horse, baring his teeth, yelling and ready to shoot. ‘Well,’ Zhilin thought, ‘I know all about you devils. If you capture me alive you'll put me in a pit and flog me. Well, I won't let you take me alive.’


  Although a small man, Zhilin had courage. He drew his sabre and rode straight at the red-bearded Tatar. ‘Either I'll ride him down or hack him to pieces with my sabre,’ he thought.


  Zhilin was still a horse's length away when his horse was struck by some bullets from behind. It crashed to the ground, falling across his leg.


  He tried to get up, but already two evil-smelling Tatars were sitting on him, tying his arms behind his back. He struggled free, but then three more leapt from their horses and began beating him on the head with their rifle butts. His head swam and he staggered. The Tatars grabbed him, took the spare girths from their saddles, twisted his arms behind his back, bound them with a Tatar knot and dragged him off. They knocked his cap off, pulled off his boots, searched him all over, took his money and watch and tore his clothes to shreds. Zhilin glanced round at his horse and saw that the poor beast was lying where it had fallen, kicking its legs as it vainly struggled to plant them on the ground. There was a hole in its head and black blood poured out, soaking the dust for about two feet around.


  One of the Tatars went over and began to remove the saddle. The horse was still kicking, so he took his dagger and cut its throat. There was a whistling sound, a final convulsion – and the animal breathed its last.


  The Tatars took away the saddle and harness. Then the red-bearded one mounted his horse while the others lifted Zhilin into the saddle behind him, strapped him to the horseman's waist to stop him falling off and took him away into the mountains.


  There Zhilin sat behind the Tatar, rocking from side to side, his face pushed up against the Tatar's evil-smelling back. All he could see was that powerful back and a sinewy neck, blue and clean-shaven at the nape. Zhilin had a nasty head wound and the blood had dried over his eyes, but he could neither sit upright nor wipe the blood away. His arms were so tightly bound that his collarbone ached.


  For a long time they rode up and down the hills, forded a river and followed a hard track through a valley. Zhilin wanted to see where they were taking him, but his eyes were caked with blood and it was impossible to turn.


  Twilight began to fall. They forded another river and rode up a rocky hillside. Here there was a smell of smoke and dogs barked: they had reached the aul, or village. The Tatars dismounted and Zhilin was surrounded by Tatar children, who showered him with stones, shrieking with delight.


  His captor drove the children away, took Zhilin off the horse and summoned his servant. A Nogay1 tribesman with high cheek-bones came over. He wore a shirt that was so ragged the whole of his chest was visible. The Tatar gave him an order and the servant went to fetch a shackle, which consisted of two blocks of oak with iron rings attached to them, one of them punched through and with a lock fixed to it. They untied Zhilin's arms, put the shackle around his ankle, led him to a barn, pushed him inside and locked the door. Zhilin fell onto a heap of manure. After lying quite still for a few moments he groped about in the dark for somewhere soft and lay down.
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  That night Zhilin did not sleep a wink. At that time of year the nights were short and soon Zhilin was able to see daylight through a chink in the wall. He got up, scratched at it to widen it and peeped out. Now he could see a road leading downhill, with the Tatar hut to the right and two trees near it. A black dog was lying on the threshold, a goat and her kids were running about, jerking their tails. Then he saw a young Tatar girl coming up the hill, wearing a brightly coloured loose blouse, trousers and boots. On her head, which was covered with a shawl, she carried a large tin jug. Her back quivered as she led by the hand a Tatar boy whose head was shaven and who was dressed in only a shirt. She carried the water into a hut and the red-bearded Tatar whom Zhilin had seen the previous day appeared in a quilted silk tunic, shoes over his bare feet and with a silver dagger hanging from his belt. He wore a tall black sheepskin cap that was tilted backwards. He came out, stretched himself, smoothed his red beard, stood there a while, gave his servant an order and went off somewhere.


  Then two village lads rode up from what must have been a watering place as the horses' noses were wet. Then some more lads with close-cropped heads, in shirts but no trousers, ran over to the barn in a crowd, picked up a long twig and poked it through the chink. When Zhilin shouted they screamed and took to their heels. He could see their bare, shiny knees as they ran away.


  Now he felt thirsty, and his throat was parched. ‘If only someone would come,’ he thought. Then he heard someone opening the door and in came the red-bearded Tatar, and with him was another man, smaller and dark-haired. He had black, bright eyes, red cheeks and a small trimmed beard. His face was cheerful and he laughed all the time. This man was even better dressed than the other: his blue, quilted silk tunic was trimmed with silver braid, he had a silver dagger in his belt and his red morocco leather slippers, which he wore over his thick boots, were also embroidered with silver. His tall hat was of white lambskin.


  The red-bearded Tatar entered and seemed to utter something like a curse as he leant against the doorpost, playing with his dagger and eyeing Zhilin suspiciously, like a wolf. But the dark-haired one, so quick and nimble he seemed to be walking on springs, went straight up to Zhilin, squatted, slapped him on the shoulder and revealed his teeth as he muttered in his own language, winking, clicking his tongue and repeating, ‘Good Russky! Good Russky!’


  Zhilin understood nothing and asked, ‘Drink! Give me some water!’


  The dark-haired Tatar laughed and kept rattling away, ‘Good Russky!’


  Zhilin motioned with his lips and hands that he wanted a drink. The dark-haired one finally understood, laughed, looked through the doorway and called, ‘Dina!’


  A thin, slight girl of about thirteen with a face like the dark-haired Tatar's came running up. She was obviously his daughter, with the same black, bright eyes and handsome face. She wore a long blue shirt without any belt and with broad sleeves trimmed in red, trousers, and over her slippers a pair of high-heeled shoes. Around her neck was a necklace made entirely of Russian fifty-copeck pieces. She was bare-headed and her black hair was plaited with a ribbon hung with brass pendants and a silver rouble.


  At her father's command she ran off and returned with a tin jug. She handed it to Zhilin and squatted so low that her knees came up to her head. There she sat, staring wide-eyed at Zhilin drinking as if he were some wild animal.


  Zhilin gave her back the jug and she suddenly jumped back like a wild goat. Even her father laughed and he sent her on another errand. She took the jug, ran out and returned with some unleavened bread on a wooden plate. Then she squatted again, drew her knees up and did not take her eyes off Zhilin for one second.


  Then the Tatars left, locking the door again. Soon afterwards the Nogay tribesman went up to Zhilin and said, ‘Aidá! Aidá!’2 He too did not speak Russian. All Zhilin understood was that he was telling him to follow him somewhere.


  Zhilin limped after the Nogay – with those shackles he could only drag himself along. Once outside the barn he saw he was in a Tatar village of about ten huts and a mosque with a small tower. Three saddled horses were standing by one of the huts and some village boys were holding the reins. The dark-haired Tatar sprang out of the hut and beckoned to Zhilin to follow. Laughing and talking in his own language, he went inside again. Zhilin followed. The room was very pleasant, with smoothly plastered clay walls. By the front wall lay a pile of brightly coloured feather-beds and the side walls were covered with rich carpets. Guns, pistols, swords – all of silver – were hung over the carpets. Close to one wall was a small stove on a level with the earthen floor, which was as clean as a threshing-floor. One entire corner was covered with felt, on top of which were feather cushions and rugs. On these rugs some Tatars were sitting in their slippers – the dark-haired one, the red-bearded one and three guests, each of them with a feather cushion in place behind his back. Before them, on a round tray, were millet pancakes, a large cup of melted butter and a jug of Tatar beer, or bouza.3 They ate with their hands, which were smeared with butter. The dark Tatar leapt to his feet and ordered Zhilin to sit on the bare floor, not on a rug. Then he sat on his own rug again and helped his guests to pancakes and bouza. The servant made Zhilin sit down where the dark Tatar had indicated, took off his overshoes, put them with the others by the door and sat on a felt mat closer to his masters. He watched them eating, slavering and wiping his mouth.


  When the Tatars had eaten their fill of pancakes, a Tatar woman came in, wearing the same kind of shirt as the girl's, trousers, and with a kerchief over her head. She took away the butter and pancakes that were left and brought a handsome tub and a jug with a narrow neck. The Tatars washed their hands, folded their arms, knelt, breathed out towards the four corners and said their prayers. They chatted for a while in their own language and then one of the guests turned towards Zhilin and spoke to him in Russian.


  ‘You were captured by Kazi-Muhammed,’ he said, pointing to the red-bearded Tatar, ‘and he handed you over to Abdul-Murat' – and he pointed at the dark-haired one. ‘So Abdul-Murat is your master now.’ Zhilin was silent.


  Then Abdul-Murat spoke to the others, pointing at Zhilin the whole time, laughing and repeating, ‘Russky soldier. Good Russky!’ along with some words in Tatar.


  The interpreter said, ‘He's ordering you to write home to tell them to send a ransom. As soon as the money is here, he will set you free.’


  Zhilin pondered and asked, ‘How much does he want?’


  The Tatars conferred and then the interpreter said, ‘Three thousand roubles.’


  ‘No,’ Zhilin said, ‘I can't possibly pay that.’


  Abdul leapt to his feet, waving his arms and speaking to Zhilin as if the latter understood. The interpreter translated, ‘How much can you pay?’


  Zhilin thought for a moment and replied, ‘Five hundred.’


  At this all the Tatars started speaking rapidly and at once.


  Abdul jabbered away at the red-bearded Tatar so much that he sprayed him with saliva. But the other merely screwed up his eyes and clicked his tongue.


  Now they all quietened down and the interpreter said, ‘The master thinks five hundred isn't enough. He paid two hundred for you himself. Kazi-Muhammed owed him money, so he took you as payment. Three thousand roubles! We won't take anything less! If you refuse to write, we'll throw you into the pit and you'll be whipped.’


  ‘Oh, God!’ Zhilin thought. ‘The more I show this lot I'm afraid, the worse it will be for me.’


  So he sprang to his feet and said, ‘You can tell that dog – if he's trying to scare me – that he won't get one copeck and I won't write either. I'm not afraid of you dogs and I never will be!’


  The interpreter translated again and they all started talking at once. They muttered to themselves for a long time and then the dark Tatar jumped up, went over to Zhilin and said, ‘Russky! Dhzigit, Russky! Dhzigit!’ (In Tatar, dhzigit means ‘brave man’.) The Tatar laughed and said something to the interpreter who translated, ‘One thousand roubles will do.’


  But Zhilin stood firm. ‘I won't pay more than five hundred. And if you kill me you won't get anything.’


  The Tatars conferred again, sent the servant away and kept glancing now at Zhilin, then at the door. The servant returned, followed by a stout, barefooted man in rags: he was also shackled.


  Zhilin groaned – it was Kostylin. So they'd caught him too.


  The Tatars put them side by side and the two men started talking, while the Tatars looked on in silence. Zhilin told Kostylin what had happened to him and Kostylin told how his horse had pulled up, his gun had misfired and how this same Kazi-Muhammed had caught up with him and taken him prisoner.


  Abdul leapt up and said something as he pointed at Kostylin. The interpreter explained that the two of them now belonged to the same master and that the first to pay the ransom would be the first to be freed. ‘You see, you fly off the handle,’ he told Zhilin, ‘but your comrade is cooperating. He's written home and they will be sending the five thousand roubles. So he'll be well fed and well treated.’


  Zhilin retorted, ‘He can do what he likes. Perhaps he's rich, but I'm not. I'm sticking to what I said. If you kill me you will get nothing. I refuse to write for more than five hundred.’


  The Tatars were silent. Then Abdul suddenly sprang up, brought a small box and took out a pen, ink, a scrap of paper, pushed them in front of Zhilin, slapped him on the shoulder and motioned to him to write. He had agreed to five hundred.


  ‘Wait a moment,’ Zhilin told the interpreter. ‘Tell him he must feed us properly, give us decent clothes and boots and let us stay together – that will cheer us up a bit. And he must take these shackles off.’


  And he looked at the master and laughed – so did the master and when Zhilin had finished he told the interpreter, ‘I'll give them the very finest clothes, a cloak and boots fit to be married in. I'll feed them like princes. And if they want to be together they can both stay in the barn. But I can't take those shackles off, they'd only run away! They can have them off at night.’ And he leapt up and slapped Zhilin on the shoulder. ‘You good, me good!’ he said.


  Zhilin wrote the letter, but he addressed it wrongly, so that it would never arrive. ‘I shall escape!’ he thought.


  Zhilin and Kostylin were led away to the barn and the Tatars brought them maize straw, a jug of water, some bread, two old coats and some worn-out army boots evidently taken from dead Russian soldiers. At night their shackles were removed and they were locked in the barn.
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  And this was how Zhilin and his comrade lived for a whole month. The master was always laughing and saying, ‘You Ivan – good. Me Abdul – good.’ But he fed them badly, giving them nothing but unleavened millet bread or flat cakes made of unbaked dough.


  Kostylin wrote home again and felt thoroughly dejected as he waited for the money to come. For days on end he would sit in the barn counting the days, or sleeping. But Zhilin knew very well that his letter would never arrive and he did not write another one.


  ‘Where could my mother get enough money for the ransom?’ he wondered. ‘As it is, she has to live on what I've sent her. If she had to raise another five hundred it would ruin her completely. With God's help I'll get myself out of this mess.’


  And he would walk through the village, whistling and looking around for a way to escape. Or he would sit and model a clay doll or weave a basket from twigs: Zhilin was very clever with his hands.


  One day he made a doll, with nose, arms, legs and a Tatar shirt, and put it on the barn roof.


  When the Tatar girls went to fetch water, Dina, Abdul's daughter, spotted the doll and called the others, who put down their jugs and stood there laughing. Then Zhilin brought it down and offered it to them, but they kept laughing and dared not take it. So he left it and went to the barn to see what would happen.


  Dina came running up, looked round, grabbed the doll and ran away. Next morning, at dawn, he saw Dina sit down at the door of the hut with the doll. She had dressed it with bits of red cloth and was rocking it like a baby and singing a Tatar lullaby. An old woman came out, scolded her, snatched the doll, smashed it and sent Dina off to do some work.


  Then Zhilin made another doll, even better than the first, and gave it to Dina.


  Later on Dina brought him a jug, put it down and sat on the ground gazing at him and pointing to the jug.


  ‘What's she so pleased about?’ Zhilin wondered. He took the jug and drank from it: instead of water, it was milk. When he had finished drinking, he said to himself, ‘Very good!’ How pleased Dina was!


  ‘Good, Ivan, very good!’ she said. And she jumped up, clapped her hands and ran off with the jug.


  After that she stealthily brought him milk every day. And she also managed to smuggle some of the rich flat cakes that Tatars make from goat's cheese and leave on the roof to dry. Once, when Abdul slaughtered a sheep, she brought a piece of mutton in her sleeves, threw it down and scampered off.


  One day there was a violent storm and the rain bucketed down for a whole hour. All the rivers became turbid and at the ford the water rose several feet above its banks, rolling the stones about. Everywhere there were rushing streams and the hills were filled with the roar of water. The storm passed, leaving the village flooded. Zhilin managed to borrow a knife from Abdul, made a wooden spindle and wheel and tied two dolls to the wheel. The girls brought him some rags and he dressed the dolls up, one as a man, the other as a woman. After fixing them in place he put the wheel in a stream and it started turning, so that the dolls danced up and down.


  The whole village turned out to watch – boys, girls and women. And even the men appeared, clicking their tongues, saying, ‘Ay, Russky! Ay, Russky!’


  Abdul had a Russian watch which was broken. He summoned Zhilin and showed it to him, clicking his tongue. Zhilin said, ‘Give it to me, I'll mend it.’


  He took it to pieces with the knife, sorted out the parts, put them together again and handed it back. The watch worked.


  Abdul was overjoyed and presented him with an old quilted coat. It was in tatters, but he was glad of it – it would come in handy for covering himself at night.


  From then on, Zhilin's fame as a master craftsman spread. Tatars started coming from distant villages, bringing rifles, locks, pistols or watches for him to repair. The master supplied him with tools – tweezers, gimlets and files.


  One day a Tatar fell ill and they went to Zhilin and asked, ‘Please come and cure him.’ Zhilin had no idea about medicine, but he went and examined the sick man, thinking, ‘Perhaps he'll recover anyway.’


  He returned to the barn and mixed some water and sand. In the presence of the others he whispered some words over it and gave it to the Tatar to drink. Fortunately for him, the sick man got better. Zhilin had by now begun to pick up a little of the Tatar language and some of the villagers became used to him. Whenever they needed him they would shout, ‘Ivan, Ivan!’ while others would look at him askance, as if he were a wild animal.


  The red-bearded Tatar disliked Zhilin. Whenever he saw him, he would frown, turn away or swear at him. There was also an old tribesman who did not live in the village, but who would come up the hill now and again. Zhilin only saw him when he went to the mosque to pray. He was short and had a white cloth wrapped round his cap. His beard and moustache were clipped and as white as down, but his face was wrinkled and brick-red. He had a hooked nose, like a hawk's beak, and his eyes were grey and evil. He was toothless, except for two stumps. He would pass by in his turban, leaning on his crutch and scowling like a wolf. Whenever he saw Zhilin he would angrily snort and turn his back.


  One day Zhilin went down the hill to see where the old man lived. At the bottom of the path he saw a small garden with a stone wall, on the other side of which were cherry and peach trees, and a small flat-roofed cottage. He went closer and saw some beehives made of plaited straw, with swarms of bees buzzing around them. The old man was kneeling and busying himself at one of the hives. Zhilin walked a little higher to see better and his shackles rattled. The old man turned with a wild screech, pulled a pistol from his belt and fired at Zhilin who only just managed to take cover in time behind a rock.


  Later the old man went and complained to Zhilin's captor, who summoned him and laughed as he asked, ‘Why did you go to the old man's cottage?’


  ‘I did him no harm,’ Zhilin replied. ‘I only wanted to see how he lived.’


  When his master translated what Zhilin had said, the old man was furious, hissed, muttered something, stuck out his two stumps and waved his arms at Zhilin. Although Zhilin could not understand a word, he could tell that the old man was ordering Abdul to kill the Russians and not to keep them prisoner in the village. Then he went away.


  Zhilin asked Abdul who he was and he replied, ‘He's a great man! He used to be our best fighter. He killed many Russians and once was very rich. He had three wives and eight sons, and all of them lived in the same village. Then the Russians came and destroyed the village and killed seven of his sons. The son who survived went over to the Russians, so the old man joined them too. He lived for three months with them, then he found his son, killed him and escaped. After that he gave up fighting and went to Mecca to pray. That's why he wears a turban – anyone who's been there is called Khadji and wears a turban. He doesn't like your people and he's ordered me to kill you. But I can't do that – I've paid money for you. Besides, I've become fond of you, Ivan. Far from having you killed, I wouldn't even set you free if I hadn't given my word.’ Then he laughed and added, ‘You Ivan – good! Me Abdul – good!’
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  Zhilin lived this way for a month. During the day he would wander around the village, or busy himself making things, but at night he would dig a hole in the floor of the barn. It was hard work, with all the stones, but he filed them down and managed to tunnel a hole under the wall large enough to crawl through. ‘Now, if I could only get to know the lie of the land! But none of the Tatars will ever tell me anything.’


  So he chose a day when his captor was away and after supper he set off up the hill beyond the village to have a good look round. But before Abdul had left, he told his little son to follow Zhilin and not to let him out of his sight. The boy ran after Zhilin shouting, ‘Don't go! My father said you mustn't – I'll call the villagers if you do!’


  Zhilin tried to win him over. ‘I won't go far,’ he said. ‘I only want to climb that hill over there. I need some herbs to make your people better. Come with me. I can't escape with these shackles. Tomorrow I'll make you a bow and arrows.’


  He managed to induce the boy to let him go and off they went. The hill did not seem very far away, but with the shackles it was hard going. Still, he struggled to the top. He sat down and noted the lie of the land. To the south, on the other side of the hill, was a valley, with another village and some horses grazing there. Beyond the village was another, even steeper hill and beyond that, another. Between the hills was the blue haze of a forest and further off were mountains, rising higher and higher. The loftiest mountains were covered with snow, as white as sugar. One snowy peak towered above all the others. In the east and west was the same mountain range. Here and there smoke rose from Tatar villages in narrow gorges. ‘Well,’ thought Zhilin, ‘that's all Tatar country.’ And he looked towards the Russian side. Far below was the stream and his Tatar village, surrounded by its small gardens. Women like tiny dolls were washing clothes in the stream. Beyond the village was a hill, with two more beyond it, covered with trees. Between them, in the far distance, he could make out a stretch of level ground that was bluish, as if smoke were spreading over it. Zhilin tried to remember where the sun rose and set when he had been living in the fortress. Yes, there was no doubt about it: the fortress must be over there, in that valley, and his escape route lay between those two hills.


  The sun was setting. The snow-covered mountains turned crimson and the dark hills became even darker. Mist rose from the hollows and that same valley where he assumed the fortress to be seemed ablaze in the sunset glow. Zhilin looked harder and he thought he could see something rather indistinct in the valley, like chimney smoke rising, and he felt sure that this must be the Russian fortress.


  It was late now. He could hear the mullah calling and the lowing of cattle being brought back from pasture. The boy kept urging him, ‘Let's go back!’ but Zhilin did not want to.


  Eventually they returned. ‘Well,’ thought Zhilin, ‘now I know the way, I must escape.’ He wanted to try that same night – the nights were dark then, as the moon was new. Unfortunately for Zhilin, the Tatars came back that evening. They usually returned in high spirits, driving cattle they had captured before them, but this time they had no cattle: all they brought back, stretched across a saddle, was a dead Tatar, the red-bearded one's brother. They were terribly angry as they prepared to bury him. Zhilin went out to watch. They wrapped the body in a piece of linen, bore it out of the village and laid it, without any coffin, on the grass under the plane trees. The mullah came, the old men assembled, wound cloths around their caps for turbans, took their shoes off and squatted on their heels in a row by the corpse.


  The mullah led the procession, with three old men in turbans following him and with more Tatars following them. All of them sat there, eyes downcast, and they sat in silence for some time, until the mullah raised his head and said, ‘Allah!’ When he had uttered this one word, the others looked down again and remained still and silent for a long time. Then the mullah raised his head again and repeated, ‘Allah!’ whereupon they all repeated, ‘Allah!’ and then fell silent again. All of them were as still as the corpse that lay on the grass. No one moved an inch. All that could be heard was the rustle of the plane trees in the breeze. Then the mullah said a prayer, and everyone stood up, lifted the corpse in their arms and bore it away to a hole in the ground. This was no ordinary hole, but had been hollowed out like a vault. They took the corpse under the arms, lowered it gently, placing it in a sitting position in the hole and crossing the arms over the stomach.


  A Nogay tribesman brought some green reeds to the hole and they filled it in. Then they briskly filled it with earth and levelled it off, placing a stone to mark the spot where the dead man's head was. After treading the earth down they sat in a row by the grave. For a long while they remained silent. Then, after repeating, ‘Allah! Allah! Allah!’ they sighed and got up.


  The red-bearded Tatar distributed money among the old men, after which he got up, took a whip, struck himself three times on the forehead and went home.


  Next morning Zhilin saw the red-bearded Tatar leading a mare out of the village, followed by the others. The red-bearded Tatar took off his cloak, rolled up his sleeves – he had very strong hands – took out his dagger and sharpened it on a whetstone. The Tatars held the mare's head back and he came and cut its throat. The mare slumped to the ground and he started skinning it, ripping off its hide with his strong hands. Women and girls came to wash the entrails. The carcass was cut up and the pieces dragged to the red-bearded Tatar's hut, where the whole village gathered to say prayers for the dead brother.


  For three days they ate mare's flesh, drank bouza and prayed for the dead man. All of them stayed home, but on the fourth day around dinner-time Zhilin saw them all preparing to leave. When the horses were brought round, about ten of them rode off, including the red-bearded Tatar. Only Abdul stayed behind. The nights were still dark, as the moon had only just started to wax.


  ‘Well,’ thought Zhilin, ‘we must escape tonight.’ He told Kostylin. But Kostylin became frightened. ‘How can we?’ he asked. ‘We don't even know the way.’


  ‘I know the way,’ Zhilin replied.


  ‘But we can't possibly make it in one night.’


  ‘In that case we can shelter in the forest. I've saved some of those cakes. What's the point of staying here? Well and good if they send the money, but what if they don't manage to collect it all? What's more, the Tatars are furious that the Russians have killed one of them. They're talking about killing us.’


  After a long pause, Kostylin finally agreed. ‘All right, let's go,’ he said.
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  Zhilin crawled into the hole and widened it so that Kostylin could get through as well. They waited until all was quiet in the village and then Zhilin crawled under the wall and came out the other side. ‘Come on!’ he whispered to Kostylin. Kostylin crawled through too, but caught his foot on a rock, making a clattering sound. Now their captor had a very vicious, spotted guard-dog called Ulyashin. But Zhilin had been prudent enough to feed it for some time before with millet cakes. When it heard the noise, Ulyashin started barking and ran out, followed by some other dogs. Zhilin whistled very softly and threw it a piece of cake. Ulyashin recognized him, wagged its tail and stopped barking.


  The master had heard the dog and shouted to it from his hut. But Zhilin stroked Ulyashin behind the ears so that it quietened down, rubbed against his legs and wagged its tail.


  The two men sat just round the corner for a while. All was quiet, except for a sheep coughing in its fold and water rippling over pebbles in the stream below. It was dark, the stars were high in the sky. The new red moon was setting over the mountains, its horns upwards. A milky-white mist drifted along the valleys.


  Zhilin stood up and told his comrade, ‘Well old man, let's go!’ But they had hardly set off when they heard the mullah crying from the roof, ‘Alla! Besmillah. Ilrahman!’ That meant the people would be going to the mosque. So they hid behind a wall and squatted there for a long time, until everyone had passed. Then all was quiet again.


  ‘Well, God be with us!’ they said to each other as they crossed themselves and set off. They went down the hill to the stream, crossed it and walked along the valley. Down below the mist was thick but the stars were bright enough overhead for Zhilin to tell which direction to take. It was cool in the mist and walking was easy. But their boots were uncomfortable and almost worn out, so Zhilin took his off, threw them away and carried on barefoot, skipping from rock to rock and observing the stars. Kostylin began to fall behind.


  ‘Not so fast!’ he said. ‘These damned boots are giving me blisters!’


  ‘Then take them off, you'll find it's easier without them.’


  Kostylin struggled on, barefoot, but this was even worse: he cut his feet on the stones and lagged behind even more.


  Zhilin told him, ‘If you rub all the skin off your feet they'll heal again. But if the Tatars catch you they'll kill you. So which is worse?’


  Kostylin said nothing and kept on, groaning as he went. For quite a while they followed the low ground. Then they heard some dogs barking to the right. Zhilin stopped and looked around. He groped his way up the hill.


  ‘Oh!’ he exclaimed, ‘we've gone too far to the right. There's the other village, the one I saw from the hill. We must go back and then up the hill on the left. That's where the forest should be.’


  But Kostylin objected, ‘Wait a moment. I must rest a bit, my feet are all cut and bleeding.’


  ‘Never mind, old man, they'll heal. Just try and step more lightly – like this!’


  And Zhilin ran back up the wooded hillside to the left. Kostylin lagged behind, still groaning. Zhilin hissed at him and went on.


  They climbed the hill – and there was the forest. They fought their way through the brambles, tearing their clothes on the thorns. At last they stumbled on to a forest path and followed it.


  ‘Wait!’ Zhilin called out: they could suddenly hear what sounded like the stamping of horses’ hoofs on the path. They stopped and listened. Again they heard the noise and then it stopped. When they moved on it started again, and whenever they stopped so did the stamping. Zhilin crawled nearer and it was light enough for him to see something on the path. It looked like a horse, but it had something very odd on top of it, not at all like a man. It snorted when it heard Zhilin. ‘How extraordinary!’ thought Zhilin. He whistled softly and the creature dashed from the path into the forest with a great crashing sound, as if a hurricane was tearing through the trees and breaking the branches.


  Kostylin nearly died of fright, but Zhilin laughed and said, ‘It's only a stag. Can't you hear him breaking the branches with his antlers? We're afraid of him, but he's afraid of us!’


  They moved on. Now the stars were sinking in the west and it was not long till morning.


  They had no idea whether they were going in the right direction. Zhilin thought that this was the same road along which he had been brought to the village and that it was another six miles to the fortress. But there were no landmarks to go by and it was impossible to see much in the dark. They came to a clearing. Kostylin sat down and said, ‘You do as you like. I'll never make it – I can't walk any more.’


  Zhilin tried to encourage him.


  ‘No,’ Kostylin said, ‘I won't make it… I can't.’


  Zhilin lost his temper, spat and swore at him.


  ‘All right, I'll go on alone. Goodbye!’


  Kostylin jumped up and followed him. They walked another three miles. The mist in the forest had closed in even more densely and they could see nothing in front of them. Even the stars were barely visible.


  Suddenly they heard a horse ahead of them, its shoes clattering over the stones. Zhilin flattened himself and put his ear to the ground. ‘As I thought – someone's coming this way.’


  They dashed off the path, crouched in the bushes and waited. Zhilin crawled back to the path and saw a Tatar on horseback driving a cow along and softly humming. When he had ridden past, Zhilin turned to Kostylin and said, ‘Well, thank God for that! Get up now and let's be off.’


  Kostylin tried to stand up but fell back again. ‘I can't go on, honestly! I've no more strength.’


  He was a heavily built, stout man and the sweat was pouring off him. He was chilled by the cold fresh mist, his feet were badly cut and he was completely exhausted. When Zhilin struggled to lift him he cried out, ‘Oh, that hurts!’


  Zhilin's heart sank. ‘Why are you shouting? Don't you know there's a Tatar close by and he'll hear.’ But then he thought, ‘He's really very weak. What shall I do with him? I can't desert a comrade.’


  ‘Well,’ he said, ‘get up now and sit on my back. I'll carry you if you really can't walk any more.’


  He lifted Kostylin up on to his shoulders, gripping him under the thighs and struggled up on to the path.


  ‘Mind you don't choke me with your legs!’ Zhilin said. ‘For Christ's sake hold on to my shoulders!’


  It was a heavy load for Zhilin, his feet were bleeding too and he was exhausted. Every now and then he had to stop and jerk Kostylin up so that he sat higher on his back.


  The Tatar must have heard Kostylin shout, for Zhilin could now hear someone riding behind them and calling out in Tatar. Zhilin dived into some bushes. The horseman seized his gun and fired, but he missed, screeched something in Tatar and galloped off down the path.


  ‘Well, old man,’ Zhilin said, ‘now we're done for. That swine's gone to fetch the others to hunt us down. If we can't put two miles between us, we're finished.’ Then his thoughts turned to Kostylin. ‘What the hell did I saddle myself with this fat lump for? If it weren't for him I'd have escaped ages ago.’


  Then Kostylin told him, ‘You go on alone. Why should you die because of me?’


  ‘No, I can't desert a comrade.’


  So he took him on his shoulders again and pressed on for about a mile. But that forest was never-ending. The mist had started to lift, but the clouds seemed to have come down as they could no longer see the stars. Zhilin was absolutely exhausted.


  They came to a small spring by the path with a low stone wall around it. Zhilin stopped and put Kostylin down.


  ‘Let me have a little rest. We can have a drink and eat some of those cakes. It can't be much further.’


  But as soon as he lay down to drink, he heard horses' hoofs which seemed to be coming from behind. Once again they plunged into the bushes down on the right and lay quite still.


  They heard Tatar voices – the Tatars had stopped at the very spot where they had turned off the path. They had a brief discussion and then it seemed they were setting their dogs on their scent. The two men heard a crackling in the bushes and a dog came straight towards them, stopped and barked. Some Tatars whom Zhilin had not seen before came after it. Zhilin and Kostylin were seized, bound, put on horseback and taken away.


  After about two miles they were met by Abdul and two other Tatars from the village. Abdul spoke to the Tatars who had captured them, transferred the Russians to their own horses and rode back with them to the village. Abdul was in no laughing mood and did not say one word to them.


  It was dark when they reached the village and they were set down in the main street. Screaming children ran up, threw stones and whipped them. Then the Tatars gathered in a circle and were joined by the old man who lived down the hill. Zhilin could understand that they were deciding what to do with them. Some said that they should be taken further into the mountains, while the old man said they must kill them. Abdul started arguing, saying, ‘I paid good money for them and I want the ransom.’


  But the old man retorted, ‘You won't get anything out of them and they'll only cause trouble. It's a sin to feed Russians. Kill them and have done with it!’


  They dispersed and Abdul went up to Zhilin. ‘If they don't send the money within two weeks,’ he said, ‘I'll flog you to death. And if you try to escape again I shall kill you like dogs. Now write that letter – and mind you do it properly!’


  They were brought paper and they wrote the letters. Then they were shackled again and taken behind the mosque. Here there was a pit about twelve feet deep – and into this pit they were lowered.
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  Life was sheer hell now. The shackles were never taken off and they were not allowed out of the pit for a breath of fresh air. They were thrown unbaked dough, as if they were dogs, and water was lowered in a pitcher. There was a terrible stench in that damp, stuffy pit. Kostylin became quite ill and his body was bloated and ached all over. He either slept or just lay there moaning. Zhilin's spirits fell too – he could see that the outlook was bleak, but he had no idea how they could escape.


  He started to dig a tunnel, but there was nowhere to hide the earth, and his captor spotted it and threatened to kill him.


  One day he was squatting on his haunches on the floor of the pit; he felt wretched and yearned for freedom. Suddenly a millet cake dropped into his lap, then another, and then a shower of cherries. He looked up and there was Dina. She glanced down, laughed and ran off. Zhilin wondered, ‘Perhaps Dina can help me?’


  He cleared a small space in the pit, scraped up some clay and started making models. He made men, horses, dogs. ‘When Dina comes I'll throw them up to her, he thought. But Dina did not come next day. Zhilin heard horses rushing past and the Tatars gathered at the mosque, where they started arguing, shouting and kept mentioning Russians. He could hear the old man's voice and although he could not quite make out all that was said, he gathered that the Russians were not far off, that the Tatars were afraid they might attack the village and that they did not know what to do with their prisoners.


  After their talk, they all went away. Suddenly Zhilin heard a rustling noise up above. He looked up and saw Dina squatting there, her knees higher than her head. She leaned over the edge, her necklace of coins dangling. Her eyes sparkled like tiny stars. She took two cheese cakes out of her sleeves and threw them down. Zhilin took them and asked, ‘Where did you get to? I've made you some toys. Here, catch!’


  And he started throwing them up, one at a time. But Dina shook her head and would not look at them.


  ‘I don't need them,’ she said. After sitting silently for a few minutes, she continued, ‘Ivan, they want to kill you!’ – and she pointed to her throat.


  ‘Who wants to kill me?’


  ‘My father. The old men have ordered it. I feel so sorry for you.’


  Zhilin said, ‘Well, if you feel so sorry, you can bring me a long pole.’


  She shook her head as if to say that this was impossible. Zhilin clasped his hands and pleaded with her, ‘Please, Dina! Please bring me one!’


  ‘I can't!’ she replied. ‘Everyone's home now and they'd see me.’ And she left.


  That evening Zhilin sat wondering what would happen. He kept looking up – there were stars in the sky, but the moon had not risen yet. The mullah called and then all was quiet. Zhilin thought as he began to doze off, ‘The little girl must be too frightened.’ Suddenly some bits of clay fell on his head. He looked up and saw a long pole poking into the far side of the pit. It kept poking about for a while and started coming down. Zhilin was overjoyed, grabbed it with one hand and lowered it. It was a strong pole – he had seen it before on the roof of Abdul's hut.


  He looked up again and saw the stars shining high in the sky. And just above the pit Dina's eyes were glinting in the dark, like a cat's. She put her face close to the edge and whispered, ‘Ivan, Ivan!’, waving her arms in front of her face to tell him to keep quiet.


  ‘What is it?’ Zhilin asked.


  ‘They've all gone away. There's only two at home.’


  Zhilin said, ‘Well, Kostylin, let's go. We'll have one more try. I'll help you up.’


  But Kostylin would not hear of it. ‘No,’ he replied. ‘I'm obviously stuck here for good. And where could I go when I haven't even the strength to turn round?’


  ‘Well, goodbye. Don't think ill of me.’ The two men kissed each other's cheeks.


  Zhilin grabbed the pole and told Dina to hold it firmly as he climbed up. Twice he slipped back as his shackles got in the way. But then Kostylin supported him from below and somehow he managed to clamber out. Dina laughed and tugged as hard as she could at his shirt with her little hands. Zhilin pulled the pole out and said, ‘Now, put it back where you got it from, Dina, or they'll see it's missing and give you a good hiding.’


  She dragged the pole away and Zhilin went down the hill. At the bottom of the slope he picked up a sharp stone and tried to wrench the lock off his shackle. But it was strong and the shackle hampered his attempt to force it. Then he heard someone running down the hill, skipping lightly. ‘That must be Dina,’ he thought. She ran up to him, took the stone and said, ‘Let me try.’ She knelt and tried to break the lock, but her hands were as thin as twigs and she just did not have the strength. So she threw the stone away and burst into tears. Zhilin set to work again on the lock, while Dina squatted by his side, her hand on his shoulder.


  Zhilin looked around and saw a red glow behind the mountain to the left: the moon was rising. ‘Well,’ he thought, ‘I must go along the valley and try to reach the forest before the moon is up.’ He stood up and threw the stone away: shackle or no shackle he had to be on the move now.


  ‘Goodbye, dear Dina,’ he said. ‘I shall never forget you.’


  Dina grasped him and felt for somewhere to put the cakes. He took them from her. ‘Thank you – you clever little girl! Who's going to make dolls for you when I'm gone?’ And he stroked her head.


  Dina burst into tears and buried her face in her hands. And then, like a young goat, she bounded up the hill. All Zhilin could hear in the dark was the coins in her hair jingling.


  He crossed himself, held the lock in his hand to stop it clattering and set off down the road, dragging his shackled leg and constantly watching that red glow where the moon was rising. He recognized the road – he had to keep straight on for about six miles. If only he could reach the forest before the moon was high! When he crossed the stream the light behind the mountain was turning white. He followed the valley and looked round – the moon was not yet visible.


  The red glow was white now and one side of the valley was growing lighter and lighter. Shadows were creeping down the slope towards him, getting ever nearer.


  Zhilin carried on, keeping in the shadow. He started hurrying, but the moon was rising even faster. The peaks to the right were bathed in light now. Before he could reach the forest the moon came out from behind the mountains and everything was as bright as day. Every leaf on the trees was clearly visible. In the mountains all was bright – and as quiet as the grave. All that could be heard was the murmuring stream down below.


  Finally, Zhilin reached the forest – not a soul was there. He chose a dark spot and sat down to rest. After a rest he ate some cakes. Then he found a stone and tried to force the lock again. He badly bruised his hands but still he could not break that lock. So he got up and carried on. After about half a mile he felt worn out and his feet ached: he had to stop every few paces. ‘There's nothing else for it,’ he thought, ‘somehow I must drag myself along while I have the strength. If I sit down I'll never get up again. I'll never reach the fortress tonight, but when dawn breaks I'll lie low in the forest all day and then start again at night.’


  All night he kept going. Two Tatars rode past, but Zhilin had heard them in the distance and hid behind a tree.


  The moon was growing paler, dew was falling and dawn was not far away. Zhilin still had not reached the end of the forest. ‘Well,’ he thought, ‘another thirty steps and I'll turn back into the trees and sit down.’ But when he had walked the thirty steps he saw that he was near the end of the forest. At the edge he saw the open steppe and the fortress quite clearly. Not far off, at the foot of the hill to the left, fires were dying out and smoke drifted upwards. And around those fires were men. He strained his eyes and saw the glint of guns, and that those men there were Cossacks, Russian soldiers! Zhilin was overjoyed. Summoning his last ounce of strength, he set off downhill. ‘God forbid any Tatar horseman spots me here, out in the open,’ he prayed. ‘It may not be far, but I wouldn't stand a chance.’


  Hardly had this thought crossed his mind when he saw three mounted Tatars on a hillock about three hundred yards to the left. They had seen him and were galloping towards him. His heart felt as if it were about to break. He waved his hands and shouted at the top of his voice, ‘Help me, comrades! Help me!’


  The Cossacks heard him and rode out to cut off the Tatars. The Cossacks were a long way away, the Tatars were near. With what strength he had left, Zhilin lifted his shackle and ran towards the Cossacks, hardly knowing what he was doing; he crossed himself and shouted, ‘Comrades! Help me!’


  There were fifteen Cossacks. The Tatars took fright and stopped before they reached Zhilin. He ran to the Cossacks who surrounded him and asked who he was and where he had come from. But Zhilin was too excited to answer and could only weep and mutter, ‘Comrades! Comrades!’


  Some soldiers ran out and crowded around Zhilin. Some of them offered him bread, others gruel, others vodka. One of them wrapped his greatcoat around him, another started breaking the shackle.


  The officers recognized him and rode with him into the fortress. The soldiers were delighted and Zhilin's old comrades crowded round him. Zhilin told them everything that had happened to him and said, ‘So, that's how I went home and got married! No, it seems I wasn't destined for matrimony!’


  And he continued to serve in the Caucasus. It was a month before Kostylin's five-thousand-rouble ransom was paid and he was barely alive when they brought him back.


  WHAT MEN LIVE BY


  We know that we have passed from death unto life, because we love the brethren. He that loveth not his brother abideth in death. (I John 3:14)


  But whoso hath this world's good, and seeth his brother have need, and shutteth up his bowels of compassion from him, how dwelleth the love of God in him? (I John 3:17)


  My little children, let us not love in word, neither in tongue; but in deed and in truth. (I John 3:18)


  … for love is of God; and every one that loveth is born of God, and knoweth God. (I John 4:7)


  He that loveth not knoweth not God; for God is love. (I John 4:8)


  No man hath seen God at any time. If we love one another, God dwelleth in us… (I John 4:12)


  God is love; and he that dwelleth in love dwelleth in God, and God in him. (I John 4: 16)


  If a man say, I love God, and hateth his brother, he is a liar: for he that loveth not his brother whom he hath seen, how can he love God whom he hath not seen? (I John 4:20)
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  Once there was a shoemaker who had neither house nor land of his own and who lived in a peasant's cottage with his wife and children, supporting them by what work he could get. Bread was expensive but his work was cheap and the little he earned was spent on food for his family. He and his wife had only one winter coat between them and even that was in a sorry state. For the past two years he had been saving to buy sheepskins for a new one.


  By autumn he had scraped together a small sum: there was the three-rouble note that his wife kept in a little wooden box, as well as the five roubles and twenty copecks that some of the villagers owed him.


  One morning he decided to go to the village to buy the skins. He put his wife's wadded twill jacket over his shirt and over that his own cloth coat. After breakfast he put the three-rouble note in his pocket, cut himself a walking-stick and set off.


  ‘With the five roubles that one of them owes me,’ he thought, ‘plus the three I already have, I should have enough to buy the sheepskins.’


  When he reached the village he stopped at a cottage, but the owner was out. His wife did not have the money, but she promised to send her husband over with it by the end of the week. So he called on another peasant who swore he was short of cash and that all he could manage was twenty copecks that were owing for some boot repairs. And then, when the shoemaker tried to buy the skins on credit, the dealer would not trust him.


  ‘Bring me the money first,’ he said. ‘Then you can pick whatever skins you like. We all know how hard it is to collect what's owing to us!’


  And so the shoemaker did no business that day, apart from twenty copecks for the repairs and a pair of felt boots that needed soling.


  All this depressed the shoemaker and after spending the twenty copecks on vodka he set off for home without any skins. Earlier that morning he had felt a sharp nip in the air, but after a few vodkas he warmed up – even though he had no proper winter coat. As he walked down the road, striking frozen clods of earth with his stick in one hand and swinging the felt boots in the other, he started talking to himself.


  ‘I feel quite warm without a coat,’ he said. ‘I've only had a drop, yet I can feel it rushing through every vein in my body. I don't need any sheepskins! I'm going home, with all my troubles behind me. That's the sort of man I am! Why should I worry? I can survive without a new coat – I won't need one for ages. Only, the wife won't be too happy. But it's really rotten when you do a job and the customer tries to string you along and doesn't pay up. You just wait – if you don't bring me the money I'll have the shirt off your back, I swear it! It's a bit much, what with a measly twenty copecks at a time. What can I do with twenty copecks? Spend it on drink, that's all. You say you're hard up. Well, what about me? You've a house, cattle, everything, but all I have is on my back. You grow your own corn, while I have to go out and buy mine. Whatever happens I must spend three roubles a week on bread alone. By the time I get home there won't be any left and I'll have to fork out another rouble and a half. So, you'd better pay up!’


  The shoemaker kept rambling on like this until he drew near the wayside chapel at the bend in the road where something whitish just behind it caught his eye. But by now it was growing dark and although he strained his eyes he could not make out what it was. ‘There wasn't any stone there before,’ he thought. ‘Perhaps it's a cow? No, it doesn't look like one at all. From the head it looks like a man and it's all white. But what would a man be doing there?’


  He went a few steps closer and could now make it out quite clearly. How amazing! It was a man sitting there, but he could not see if he were dead or alive, and he was naked and quite motionless, his back propped against the chapel wall. The shoemaker was terrified and thought, ‘A man's been murdered, stripped naked and dumped. If I go any nearer I might get mixed up in all sorts of trouble.’


  And so the shoemaker went on his way. He walked behind the chapel to avoid having to look at him again. After a short distance he turned round and saw that the man was no longer leaning against the wall, but was moving, as if trying to see who he was. The shoemaker felt even more frightened and thought, ‘Shall I go back or simply carry on? If I go back something terrible might happen. Who knows what kind of man he might be? I bet he's up to no good. Besides, he might suddenly jump to his feet and start choking the life out of me – and there'd be nothing I could do about it. And if he doesn't throttle me I might get lumbered with looking after him. But how can I help a naked man? I couldn't let him have the last shirt off my back. Please God, help me!’


  And the shoemaker quickened his stride. He had almost left the chapel behind when his conscience began to prick him. He stopped in the middle of the road.


  ‘How could you do such a thing, Semyon?’ he reproached himself. ‘That man might be dying miserably and you're such a coward you'd leave him there to die. Or have you become so rich all of a sudden that you're scared stiff he might steal all your money? You should be ashamed, Semyon!’


  And he turned round again and went right up to the man.
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  After a closer look Semyon could see that he was young and healthy. There were no bruises on his body: he was just chilled to the bone and terrified. There he sat, leaning forward without looking at Semyon and apparently too weak to raise his eyes. When Semyon was right next to him he suddenly seemed to wake as if from a trance. He turned his head, opened his eyes and looked straight at Semyon. That one look was enough to allay all Semyon's fears. He threw down the felt boots, undid his belt, laid it over the boots and took off his cloth coat.


  ‘There's no time for talking,’ he said. ‘Put that on – and be quick about it!’


  Then Semyon took the man under the arms and tried to lift him, but he got to his feet without any help. And then Semyon saw that his body was slender and clean, that his legs and arms bore no trace of any wounds; his face was mild and gentle. Semyon threw his coat over his shoulders, but the man could not find the sleeves, so Semyon guided his arms into them, pulled on the coat, wrapped it around him and fastened it with his belt.


  Then Semyon took off his tattered cap, intending to put it on the naked man's head, but he felt the cold on his own head and thought, ‘I'm completely bald, while he's got long, curly hair.’ And he put it back on again. ‘It would be better to give him the boots,’ he thought.


  So he made the man sit down again and put the felt boots on his feet, after which he said, ‘There you are, my friend. Stretch your legs a bit and warm yourself. Don't worry, it will all be sorted out later. Now, can you walk?’


  The man stood up, looked tenderly at Semyon, but was unable to say one word.


  ‘Why don't you say something? Come on, we can't spend all winter here, we must be on our way. Here, you can lean on my stick if you feel weak. Right, come on!’


  And the man started walking – and he walked effortlessly, without lagging behind.


  As they went down the road Semyon asked, ‘Where are you from?’


  ‘Not from these parts.’


  ‘I thought so – I know everyone round here. But how did you come to be there, by the chapel?’


  ‘I cannot tell you that.’


  ‘Did some men attack you?’


  ‘No, no one harmed me. It was God who punished me.’


  ‘Well, we are all in His hands. All the same, you must have somewhere to go. Where are you heading?’


  ‘Nowhere in particular.’


  Semyon was amazed. The man did not strike him as a ruffian, he was so softly spoken, yet he revealed nothing about himself. ‘Anything can happen in this world,’ Semyon reflected and he told the man, ‘All right, come home with me, even if it is a bit out of your way.’


  As Semyon walked down the road the stranger did not lag behind for one moment, but kept abreast. The wind got up and the cold air crept under Semyon's shirt. The drink was beginning to wear off and he felt chilled to the marrow.


  Sniffling as he went, he wrapped his wife's jacket tighter around himself and thought, ‘So much for sheepskins! I go off to buy some and all I do is come home without even the old coat on my back, and with a naked stranger into the bargain! Matryona won't be too pleased about that!’ And the thought of his wife depressed him. But the moment he looked at the stranger he remembered the look he had given him at the chapel and his heart filled with joy.
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  Semyon's wife had finished her chores early that day. She had chopped the wood, fetched water, fed the children, had a bite to eat herself and had then sat for a long time wondering when she should bake the bread – that same day or the next. There was still one thick slice left.


  ‘If Semyon has his dinner in the village,’ she thought, ‘then he won't want much for supper and there'll be enough bread for tomorrow.’


  She turned the slice over. ‘I shan't do any baking today,’ she decided, ‘there's only enough flour for one loaf. But we can make this last till Friday.’


  So Matryona put the bread away and sat down at the table to patch her husband's shirt. As she worked she thought of him buying the sheepskins for the new winter coat.


  ‘I hope the dealer won't swindle him. He's so simple, that husband of mine. He'd never cheat a soul himself and even a little child could trick him. Eight roubles is a lot of money, enough to buy very good sheepskins. Not the best quality tanned ones perhaps, but still good enough for a nice coat. Last winter was so hard without a proper one! I couldn't even go down to the river, couldn't go anywhere. And when he left this morning he took all the warm clothes we have, leaving me with nothing to wear. Now, he didn't leave all that early. All the same, it's time he was back. I hope my old man hasn't gone drinking!’


  These thoughts had just crossed Matryona's mind when the front steps creaked and someone came in. Matryona stuck her needle into the shirt and went out into the hall. There she saw two men – Semyon and someone in felt boots and without a cap.


  Matryona immediately smelt the vodka on her husband's breath. ‘So, I was right, he's been on the drink,’ she thought. And when she saw him standing there, empty-handed and with a guilty grin on his face, wearing nothing but the jacket she had lent him, her heart sank. ‘He's gone and spent all that money drinking with some good-for-nothing. What's more, he's got the nerve to bring him home.’


  Matryona ushered them in and followed them into the living-room. Now she could see that the stranger was a thin young man and that he was wearing her husband's coat. She could see no shirt under it and he had no cap. Once inside he stood quite still and kept looking down. Matryona concluded that he was a bad lot, as he seemed so nervous.


  Frowning, she went over to the stove and waited to see what they would do next.


  Semyon took off his cap and sat down on the bench as if he had done no wrong.


  ‘Come on, Matryona, let's have some supper!’ he said.


  Matryona muttered something to herself and stayed quite still by the stove. She kept looking first at one, then the other, shaking her head. Semyon realized that his wife was annoyed, but there was nothing he could do about it. Pretending not to notice, he took the stranger by the arm.


  ‘Sit down,’ he said. ‘Let's have something to eat.’


  The stranger sat on the bench.


  ‘Well, don't you have anything?’


  Matryona lost her temper. ‘Yes, I do, but not for you. It seems you've drunk your brains away. You went out to buy some sheepskins and back you come without even the coat you left in. What's more, you bring some half-naked tramp back with you. I don't have any supper for a pair of drunkards like you!’


  ‘Now that's enough of your stupid tongue-wagging, Matryona! You might at least ask who he is.’


  ‘And you can tell me what you did with the money.’


  Semyon felt in his pocket, took out the three-rouble note and unfolded it.


  ‘Here it is. Trifonov wouldn't give me any money, but he promised to pay up in a day or so.’


  Matryona grew even more furious: in addition to not buying the sheepskins, her husband had lent their only coat to some naked stranger. What's more, he'd brought him back home.


  She snatched the note from the table and went off to hide it somewhere.


  ‘I've no supper for you,’ she told them. ‘You can't expect me to feed every naked drunkard.’


  ‘And you mind your tongue, Matryona. First hear what he has to say…’


  ‘What sense will I get from a drunken fool like him? I was right in not wanting to marry an old soak like you! You sold all Mother's linen for drink. And then, instead of buying sheepskins, you spend the money on drink.’


  Semyon tried hard to make his wife understand that all he had spent on drink was a mere twenty copecks and to explain where he had found the stranger. But she would not let him get a word in edgeways, rattling away nineteen to the dozen and even reminding him of things that had happened ten years ago. On and on she went, until finally she dashed over to Semyon and grabbed his sleeve.


  ‘Give me my jacket back, it's the only one I have and you took it to wear yourself. Give it back, you flea-bitten dog. May you die of a fit!’


  Semyon began taking the jacket off and turned a sleeve inside-out, but his wife tugged so hard that it came apart at the seams. Then she seized it, threw it over her head and made for the door. But then she stopped. Her heart seemed to melt and she felt that she wanted to banish all those spiteful feelings and to find out who that man really was.
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  As she stood there, quite still, Matryona said, ‘If he were an honest man he wouldn't be going around without a shirt on his back. And if you'd been doing what you were supposed to you'd have told me where you picked up this fine young fellow!’


  ‘All right, I'll tell you. I was on my way home when I saw this man sitting by the chapel, naked and frozen. Now, it's not the kind of weather to go about naked! God must have led me to him, or he'd have perished. What could I do? Who knows what may have happened to him? So, I made him stand up, clothed him and brought him back here. Please don't be angry, Matryona, it's sinful. Don't forget that we must all die one day.’


  Matryona was about to give him a piece of her mind again, but then she looked at the stranger and became silent. There he sat, motionless, on the edge of the bench, his hands folded on his knees, his head drooping on his breast. His eyes were closed and he wrinkled his face as if something were choking him. Matryona still said nothing, but Semyon asked, ‘Matryona, is there no love of God within you?’


  At these words Matryona glanced at the stranger and her heart suddenly filled with pity. She came back from the door, went over to the stove, took out the supper, placed a cup on the table, poured out some kvass, brought out the last slice of bread and set out a knife and some spoons. ‘Please eat,’ she said.


  Semyon nudged the stranger and told him, ‘Come and sit at the table.’


  Semyon divided the bread into small pieces and they started eating. Matryona sat at one corner of the table, her head on her hand, gazing at the stranger. And she was filled with pity and her heart went out to him. Suddenly, his face brightened, the wrinkles disappeared and he looked up at Matryona and smiled.


  After supper Matryona cleared the table and began questioning him.


  ‘Where are you from?’


  ‘Not from these parts.’


  ‘How did you come to be by the wayside?’


  ‘I cannot tell you.’


  ‘Who stole your clothes?’


  ‘God punished me.’


  ‘And you were lying there, all naked?’


  ‘Yes, naked and freezing. And then Semyon saw me and took pity on me. He took off his coat, put it over me and insisted I came home with him. You have given me food and drink and shown compassion. God will reward you!’


  Matryona got up, took from the window sill the old shirt of Semyon's she had been patching and handed it to the stranger. Then she found him some trousers.


  ‘Here, I see you've no shirt, so put this on and lie down where you like – up on the sleeping-bench or over the stove.’


  The stranger took off the coat, put on the shirt and trousers and lay on the sleeping-bench. Matryona blew out the candle, took the coat and joined her husband over the stove.


  Matryona drew the skirts of the coat over herself and lay down. But she did not fall asleep, for she could not get that stranger out of her mind.


  When she remembered that he had eaten their last slice of bread and that they would have none for tomorrow, and that she had given him the shirt and trousers, she became terribly dejected. But then, when she recalled his smile her heart leapt up. For a long time she lay awake and she noticed that Semyon was awake too, as he kept pulling the coat up.


  ‘Semyon!’


  ‘What is it?’


  ‘You two have eaten the last slice of bread and I haven't prepared any more. I don't know what we're going to do tomorrow. Perhaps I can borrow some from our neighbour Malanya.’


  ‘Yes, we'll get by, we won't starve.’


  Matryona lay silently for a while and then she said, ‘He seems to be a good man, only he doesn't tell us anything about himself.’


  ‘I suppose he can't.’


  ‘Semyon!’


  ‘What?’


  ‘We're always giving, but why does nobody ever give us anything?’


  Semyon didn't know what to reply. All he said was, ‘Let's talk about that another time’, after which he turned over and went to sleep.
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  Next morning, when Semyon woke up, the children were still asleep and his wife had gone over to the neighbour's to borrow some bread. Only the stranger was sitting on the bench, wearing the old trousers and shirt and looking up. His face was brighter than the evening before. Semyon said, ‘Well, my friend. The belly needs food and the body clothes. We all have to earn a living, so what sort of work can you do?’


  ‘I can't do anything.’


  Semyon was amazed and replied, ‘If a man has the will he can learn anything.’


  ‘Yes, men work for their living, so I'll work too.’


  ‘What's your name?’


  ‘Mikhail.’


  ‘Well, Mikhail, if you don't want to tell us about yourself that's your affair. But we have to earn our living. If you do as I tell you I'll see you have enough to eat.’


  ‘God bless you! I'll learn how to work, just tell me what to do.’


  Semyon took a piece of yarn, wound it round his fingers and twisted it.


  ‘It's not hard, just watch…’


  Mikhail watched and right away he caught the knack, winding the yarn and twisting it just like Semyon.


  Then Semyon showed him how to wax it and Mikhail understood at once. Then he showed him how to draw it through and how to stitch. Again Mikhail immediately understood.


  Whatever Semyon showed him he mastered right away and within three days was working as if he had been making shoes all his life. He would work without any let-up and ate very little. Only when one job was finished would he stop for a moment and silently look up. He never went out, only spoke when he really had to, and he never joked or laughed.


  And in fact the only time they had seen him smile was on that very first evening, when Matryona had given him supper.
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  The days passed, weeks passed, and a year ran its course. Mikhail was still living with Semyon and working for him. The word got round that Semyon's new workman could make boots better and stronger than anyone else. People from all over the district came to Semyon for new boots and he prospered.


  One winter's day Semyon and Mikhail were sitting at their work when a three-horse carriage on sleigh runners drove up to the cottage, its bells gaily ringing. When they looked out of the window they saw it had stopped right outside. A boy jumped down from the box and opened the carriage door. A gentleman in a fur coat stepped out, walked up to the front door and climbed the steps. Matryona rushed to fling open the door.


  As he came in, the gentleman had to lower his head and then straighten up. But still his head almost touched the ceiling and he filled a whole corner of the room.


  Semyon stood up and marvelled at the gentleman: he had never seen anyone like him. Semyon himself was lean, Mikhail was skinny, while Matryona was as thin as a rake. But this visitor seemed like someone from another world: with his full red face and his bull's neck he seemed to be made of cast iron.


  He puffed, took off his fur coat, sat on the bench and asked, ‘Who is the master bootmaker here?’


  Semyon stepped forward and said, ‘I am, Your Honour.’


  Then the gentleman shouted to his boy, ‘Hey, Fedka, bring the leather!’


  The boy ran in with a parcel, which the gentleman took and placed on the table.


  ‘Untie it,’ he said. The boy untied it.


  Then the gentleman pointed at the leather and told Semyon, ‘Now, listen to me, bootmaker. Do you see that leather?’


  ‘Yes, I do, Your Honour.’


  ‘Do you know what kind it is?’


  Semyon felt it and said, ‘It's very good quality.’


  ‘I should say it's good quality! You fool, I bet you've never set eyes on leather like that. It's German and I paid twenty roubles for it.’


  Semyon quailed and said, ‘Now where would I see leather like that?’


  ‘Yes, where indeed! Could you make me a pair of boots out of it?’


  ‘It's possible, Your Honour.’


  ‘I'll give you possible!’ the gentleman shouted. ‘Now, see you don't forget for whom you're making them and the quality of the leather you'll be using. I want a pair of boots that will last me a year without losing their shape or coming apart at the stitches. If you can do the job, take the leather and cut it up. But if you can't, you'd better tell me here and now. I'm warning you: if the boots split or lose their shape before the year's out I'll have you clapped in prison. But if they keep their shape and don't split for a year I'll pay you ten roubles.’


  Semyon was quite afraid and did not know what to reply. He glanced at Mikhail, nudged him with his elbow and whispered, ‘Well, shall I take it on?’


  Mikhail nodded as if to say, ‘Yes, take it on.’


  So Semyon followed Mikhail's advice and undertook to make a pair of boots that would not lose their shape or split for a whole year.


  Then the gentleman called the boy over to take off his left boot for him and stretched out his leg.


  ‘Take my measurements!’


  Semyon sewed together a strip of paper about seventeen inches long, smoothed it out, knelt down, wiped his hands thoroughly on his apron so as not to dirty the gentleman's sock and started measuring. He took the sole and instep measurements. But when he tried to measure the calf he found that the strip of paper was not long enough – the gentleman's calf was as thick as a log.


  ‘Mind you don't make them too tight in the leg,’ he said.


  Semyon sewed another piece to the strip of paper, while the gentleman sat wriggling his toes in his sock and surveying the people in the room. And then he noticed Mikhail.


  ‘Who's that over there?’ he asked.


  ‘He's my master craftsman, he'll be making the boots.’


  ‘Now you watch out,’ the gentleman said, ‘remember they have to last a whole year.’


  When Semyon turned towards Mikhail he saw that he was not even looking at the gentleman, but staring into the corner, as if someone was standing behind him. Mikhail kept staring until suddenly he smiled and his whole face lit up.


  ‘What are you grinning at, idiot?’ the gentleman asked. ‘You'd better see to it that the boots are ready on time!’


  ‘They'll be ready whenever you want them,’ Mikhail replied.


  ‘Good.’


  The gentleman put on his boots again, then his fur coat, which he wrapped tightly around him and went to the door. But he forgot to lower his head and banged it against the lintel. He cursed and rubbed it. Then he climbed into the carriage and drove off.


  As soon as he had gone Semyon remarked, ‘He's as tough as nails! You couldn't kill him with a mallet. Why, he nearly knocked the lintel out and still he hardly felt a thing!’


  ‘You'd expect him to be strong with the kind of life he leads,’ Matryona said. ‘Death itself couldn't touch that iron girder!’
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  ‘Well, we've taken on the work now,’ Semyon told Mikhail, ‘and I only hope it doesn't land us in trouble. The leather's very expensive and the gentleman's short-tempered, so we'd better not slip up. Your eyes are sharper than mine and your hands are more skilled, so take the measure and start cutting the leather. I'll sew the vamps later.’


  Mikhail obediently took the leather, spread it on the table, folded it in two, took a knife and started cutting.


  Matryona went over to watch Mikhail working and was amazed to see what he was doing. Naturally she knew all about boot-making and could see that instead of cutting the leather into the normal shape for boots Mikhail was cutting it into round pieces.


  Matryona felt she should point it out, but then she thought, ‘Maybe I don't understand how a gentleman's boots should be made. Maybe Mikhail knows best, so I won't interfere.’


  When he had finished cutting Mikhail took some thread and started sewing the pieces together – not with two ends, as he should have done for boots, but with one end, as if for slippers.


  Although Matryona was astonished by this as well, she did not interfere and Mikhail carried on sewing until midday.


  When Semyon got up and saw that Mikhail had made a pair of slippers from the gentleman's leather he groaned.


  ‘I don't understand,’ he thought, ‘how Mikhail, who's been with me for a whole year without making one mistake, should now go and make such a dreadful mess of things. The gentleman ordered welted high boots and he's made slippers without soles and ruined the leather. How can I face the gentleman now? I can't replace leather of that quality.’


  And he told Mikhail, ‘What on earth have you done, my friend? You've ruined me! The gentleman ordered high boots and just look what you've made!’


  And he was just about to give Mikhail a stern lecture when someone knocked hard on the front door with the iron ring. They looked out of the window and saw that someone had ridden up and was tethering his horse. When the door was opened in came the same young boy who had accompanied the gentleman.


  ‘Good afternoon to you!’


  ‘Good afternoon. What can we do for you?’


  ‘The mistress sent me about those boots.’


  ‘What about them?’


  ‘Just this: the master won't be needing them. He's dead.’


  ‘What did you say?’


  ‘He died in the carriage even before we got home. When we reached the house the others came to help him out, but there he lay, slumped like a sack of potatoes. He was already stiff, stone-dead, and we had a real struggle getting him out. So the mistress told me to come back here. “Tell that shoemaker,” she said, “that the gentleman who called and ordered some boots and left the leather won't be needing them and that instead he must make a pair of soft corpse-slippers as soon as he can.” She told me to wait until they're ready. So here I am.’


  Mikhail collected the offcuts from the table and rolled them up. Then he took the soft slippers he had already made, slapped them together, wiped them with his apron and handed them to the boy, who took them.


  ‘Goodbye, masters! Good luck to you!’ he said as he left.
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  Another year passed, then another, until Mikhail was in his sixth year with Semyon. He lived just as before, never going out, speaking only when he had to. And all that time he smiled only twice – when the old woman had first given him supper and then when the rich gentleman called. Semyon thought the world of his workman and no longer inquired where he was from. His only fear was that Mikhail might leave him.


  One day they were all at home and Matryona was putting iron pots into the oven, while the children were scampering along the benches and looking out of the windows. Semyon was stitching at one window, while Mikhail was heeling a boot at the other.


  One of the little boys ran along the bench to Mikhail, leant on his shoulder and looked through the window.


  ‘Look, Uncle Mikhail! There's a lady with two little girls. I think she's coming here. One of the girls is limping.’


  When the boy said this, Mikhail put down his work, turned to the window and looked out into the street.


  Semyon was amazed: Mikhail had never looked out into the street before, but now he was glued to the window and staring at something. Semyon, too, looked out and saw that a well-dressed woman with two little girls in fur coats and thick woollen shawls were in fact coming towards the cottage. The girls were so alike it would have been impossible to tell them apart were it not that one had a crippled left leg and walked with a limp.


  The woman climbed the steps, fumbled for the latch and opened the door. She let the little girls in first and then followed them.


  ‘Good day, everyone!’ she said.


  ‘Welcome! What can we do for you?’


  The woman sat at the table while the girls, feeling shy with all those people in the room, snuggled against her knees.


  ‘I'd like some leather shoes for the girls, for the spring,’ she said.


  ‘That's no problem. Although we've never made such small ones before we can do them – either welted or lined with linen. This is Mikhail, my master shoemaker.’


  Semyon turned to Mikhail and saw that he had stopped working and was sitting there with his eyes fixed on the little girls.


  Semyon was quite surprised. True, the girls were very pretty – plump, with black eyes and rosy little cheeks – and wore fine fur coats and shawls. Still, he could not understand why Mikhail should be staring like that, as if he knew them.


  Semyon kept wondering and then started discussing the price with the woman. This was finally agreed and Semyon took his measure. The woman lifted the lame girl on to one knee and said, ‘Measure her twice and make one shoe for her lame foot and three for the sound one: they take exactly the same size, because they're twins.’


  Semyon took the measurements and inquired about the little lame girl.


  ‘What happened? Such a pretty little girl. Was she born like that?’


  ‘No, she was crushed by her mother.’


  Just then Matryona joined in. She was wondering who the woman was and whose children they were.


  ‘You're their mother, aren't you?’


  ‘No, dear woman, I'm not their mother, nor am I a relative. They were complete strangers and I adopted them.’


  ‘They're not your own and yet you seem so fond of them!’


  ‘How can I help being fond of them? I breast-fed them both. I did have a child of my own once, but it pleased God to take him. I didn't love him as much as these little girls, though.’


  ‘So whose are they?’


  9


  And the woman proceeded to tell them the whole story.


  ‘It all started about six years ago, when these little girls lost their father and mother the same week – the father was buried on the Tuesday and the mother died on the Friday. So, for three days they had no father and on the fourth they lost their mother. At that time my husband and I were farm-workers and our yard was right next door. The father was a lone wolf and worked as a woodcutter. One day when they were cutting down some trees they let one fall right on him and it crushed his insides. They had hardly got him back to the village when his soul went up to heaven and the same week his widow gave birth to twins – these little girls. She was a poor woman, all on her own, with no other women, young or old, to help her. Alone she gave birth and alone she died.


  ‘The next morning I went to see how she was, but the poor thing was already stiff and cold. When she died she'd rolled over on to this little girl and twisted her leg out of shape. Then the villagers came, washed the body and laid it out. Then they made a coffin and buried her. Good folk they were. So the two little girls were left alone in the world, and who was going to look after them? I happened to be the only woman in that village who'd had a baby at the time and I'd been breast-feeding my firstborn for about eight weeks. So I took care of the girls for the time being. The men thought hard about what to do with the orphans and in the end they told me, “You'd better look after them for now, Marya, until we manage to sort something out.” So I breast-fed the girl who hadn't been harmed, but not the one who'd been crippled, as I didn't expect her to live. And then I thought to myself, “Why should that little angel be left to fade away?” I took pity on her too and started feeding her, so that in the end I was feeding all three of them – my own firstborn and these two, at my own breasts! I was young, strong and well-nourished and God gave me so much milk that it filled my breasts to overflowing. Sometimes I'd feed two at a time, with the third waiting, and when one had had its fill, I'd put the third to my breast. But it was God's will that I should nurse these little girls and bury my own child before he was two years old. And God never gave me another one. But after that I became quite well off. My second husband's working for a corn merchant and we live at the mill. He earns good money and we live well. But as we've no children of our own I'd be terribly lonely without these two little girls. How can I help loving them? They are the apple of my eye!’


  The woman pressed the lame girl to her with one hand and wiped the tears from her cheeks with the other.


  Matryona sighed. ‘There's a lot of truth in the saying “You can live without mother or father, but you can't live without God.”’


  They chatted together for a while and then the woman got up to leave. Semyon and his wife saw them out and then they looked at Mikhail: he was sitting there, his arms folded on his knees, and he was looking up and smiling.
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  Semyon went over to Mikhail and asked, ‘What is it?’


  Mikhail rose from the bench, put down his work, took off his apron, bowed to Semyon and Matryona and said, ‘Please forgive me, you good people. God has forgiven me, so please forgive me too.’


  And the shoemaker and his wife saw a light shining from Mikhail. And Semyon stood up, bowed in turn and said, ‘I can see you are no ordinary mortal and I cannot detain you any longer or question you. But please tell me one thing: why were you so miserable when I first found you and brought you home? And why, when my wife gave you supper, did you smile and from that time onwards brighten up? And why, when that rich gentleman ordered those boots, did you smile again and become even more cheerful? And why, when that woman brought those little girls here just now, did you smile a third time and become the very picture of joy? Please tell me, Mikhail. What is that light coming from you and why did you smile three times?’


  ‘The light is radiating from me,’ Mikhail replied, ‘because I had been punished, but now God has forgiven me. And I smiled three times because I was commanded to discover three truths and I have discovered them. I discovered the first truth when your wife took pity on me – that is why I smiled for the first time. The second truth I discovered when that rich gentleman ordered the boots – and then I smiled again. And just now, when I saw those two little girls, I discovered the last of the three truths – and I smiled for the third time.’


  ‘Tell me, Mikhail,’ Semyon asked, ‘why did God punish you and what are those three truths, so that I too may know them?’


  Mikhail replied, ‘God punished me because I disobeyed Him. I was an angel of the Lord and I disobeyed Him. Yes, I was an angel in heaven and the Lord sent me down to earth to take a woman's soul. I flew down and saw the woman lying there. She was sick, all alone and had just given birth to twins, two little girls. There they were, crawling around their mother, but she was unable to put them to her breasts. When she saw me she understood that God had sent me to take her soul. She burst into tears and said, “Angel of the Lord! My husband has just been buried, killed by a falling tree. I have no sister, no aunt, no grandmother – no one to bring up my little orphans. So please don't take my soul, let me suckle my babies, bring them up and set them on their feet. Children cannot live without father or mother!” And I did what she asked, pressed one little girl to her breast, put the other in her arms and ascended to heaven. I flew to God and told Him, “I could not bring myself to take the soul of a woman who had just borne twins. The father was killed by a falling tree and the mother had just given birth and begged me not to take her soul.” “Let me suckle my children, bring them up and set them on their feet. Children cannot live without a father or mother,” she pleaded. So I did not take that woman's soul. And then God said, “If you go down to earth and take that woman's soul you will discover three truths: you will learn what dwells in man, what is not given to man and what men live by. When you have learnt these truths you shall return to heaven.” So I flew down to earth again and took the mother's soul. The babies dropped from her breasts and her body rolled over on to one of them, crushing its leg. Then I rose above the village, wishing to return her soul to God, but I was seized by a strong wind and my wings drooped and fell off. And so the soul alone returned to God and I fell to earth, by the roadside.’
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  And now Semyon and Matryona realized whom they had been clothing and feeding and had taken in to live with them. And they both wept for joy and fear. And the angel said, ‘I was alone and naked in that field. Never before had I known the needs of man, never had I known cold or hunger. But now I was an ordinary mortal, cold and hungry and not knowing what to do. And then I saw a chapel in the field, built for the glory of God. So I went to it to seek shelter. But it was locked and I could not enter. So I sat down behind it to shelter from the wind. Evening came and I was famished, freezing and in pain. Suddenly I heard a man coming down the road. He was carrying a pair of boots and talking to himself. For the first time since I became a man I saw the mortal face of man. It terrified me and I turned away. And I could hear this man wondering how to protect his body from the winter cold and feed his wife and children. And I thought, “I am perishing with cold and hunger, but here is someone whose only thought is how to find a warm coat for himself and his wife, and food for his family. I cannot expect any help from him.” When the man saw me he frowned, looking even more terrifying and he passed me by. I was desperate. But suddenly I heard him coming back. As I looked he no longer seemed the same man. Before, his face had borne the stamp of death, but now he had suddenly become alive again and in that face I could see God. He came up to me, clothed me and took me to his home. When we arrived a woman came out to meet us and she spoke. This woman was even more terrifying than the man. Her breath seemed to come from the grave and I was almost choked by that deathly stench. She wished to cast me out into the cold and I knew that if she did that she would die. Then suddenly her husband told her to think of God and at once she was transformed. When she had given us supper I returned the look she gave me and saw that death no longer dwelt in her, but life. And in her too I could see God.


  ‘And I recalled God's first lesson: thou shalt learn what dwelleth in man. And now I knew that it is Love that dwells in man. I was overjoyed that God had begun to reveal what He had promised to reveal, and I smiled for the first time. But I did not know the whole truth yet. I did not yet know what is not given to man and what men live by.


  ‘And so I came to live with you and one year passed. One day a rich gentleman came to order a pair of boots that would last a year without splitting or losing their shape. When I looked at him I suddenly saw my comrade, the Angel of Death, standing behind him. No one but I could see that angel. And I knew that he would take the gentleman's soul before sunset. And I thought, “Here is a man who wants to provide for himself for a year from now but does not know that by evening he will be dead.” And so I remembered God's second lesson: thou shalt learn what is not given to man.


  ‘What dwells in man I already knew. Now I knew that which is not given to man: it is not given to him to know his bodily needs. And I smiled for the second time. I rejoiced that I had seen my fellow angel and that God had revealed His second truth.


  ‘But still I did not know everything. I did not understand what it is that men live by. And so I lived on, waiting for God to reveal this last truth to me. In my sixth year that woman came here with the two little girls. I recognized the girls and learnt how they had stayed alive. After this discovery I thought, “The mother pleaded with me for her children's sake and I believed what she said, thinking that children cannot live without father or mother. But the other woman had nursed them and brought them up.” And when I saw how much love this woman had for the children and how she wept over them I saw the living God in her and understood what men live by. And I realized that God had revealed His last lesson and had forgiven me. So I smiled for the third time.’
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  And the angel's body was bared and it was robed in light, so that the eye could not look upon it. And the angel's voice grew louder, as though it came not from him, but from heaven itself. And the angel said, ‘I have learned that men live not by selfishness, but by love.


  ‘It was not given to the mother to know what her children needed for their lives. Nor was it given to the rich man to know what his true needs were. Nor is it given to any man to know, before the sun has set, whether he will need boots for his living body or slippers for his corpse. When I became a mortal I survived not by thinking of myself, but through the love that dwelt in a passer-by and his wife, and the compassion and love they showed me. The two orphans' lives were preserved, not by what others may have intended for them, but by the love that dwelt in the heart of a woman, a complete stranger, and by the love and compassion she showed them. Indeed, all men live not by what they may intend for their own wellbeing, but by the love that dwells in others.


  ‘Previously I had known that God gave life to men and desired that they should live. But then I came to know something else.


  ‘I came to understand that God does not wish men to live apart and that is why He does not reveal to each man what he needs for himself alone. On the contrary, He wishes men to live in peace and harmony with each other and for this reason He has revealed to each and every one of them what all men need, as well as themselves.


  ‘And I understood that men only think that they live by caring only about themselves: in reality they live by love alone. He who dwells in love dwells in God, and God in him, for God is love.’


  And the angel sang the Lord's praises and the hut shook with the sound of his voice. And the roof parted and a pillar of fire rose from earth to heaven. Semyon and his wife and children prostrated themselves; the angel's wings unfurled and he soared into the sky.


  When Semyon came to his senses the hut was just as it had always been and there was no one there but himself and his family.


  NEGLECT A SPARK AND

  THE HOUSE BURNS DOWN


  
    Then came Peter to him, and said, Lord, how oft shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? till seven times?


    Jesus saith unto him, I say not unto thee, Until seven times: but, Until seventy times seven.


    Therefore is the kingdom of heaven likened unto a certain king, which would take account of his servants.


    And when he had begun to reckon, one was brought unto him, which owed him ten thousand talents.


    But forasmuch as he had not to pay, his lord commanded him to be sold, and his wife, and children, and all that he had, and payment to be made.


    The servant therefore fell down, and worshipped him, saying, Lord, have patience with me, and I will pay thee all.


    Then the lord of that servant was moved with compassion, and loosed him, and forgave him the debt.


    But the same servant went out, and found one of his fellowservants, which owed him an hundred pence: and he laid hands on him, and took him by the throat, saying, Pay me that thou owest.


    And his fellowservant fell down at his feet, and besought him, saying, Have patience with me, and I will pay thee all.


    And he would not: but went and cast him into prison, till he should pay the debt.


    So when his fellowservants saw what was done, they were very sorry, and came and told unto their lord all that was done.


    Then his lord, after that he had called him, said unto him, O thou wicked servant, I forgave thee all that debt, because thou desiredst me:


    Shouldest not thou also have had compassion on thy fellowservant, even as I had pity on thee?


    And his lord was wroth, and delivered him to the tormentors, till he should pay all that was due unto him.


    So likewise shall my heavenly Father do also unto you, if ye from your hearts forgive not everyone his brother their trespasses.


    (Matthew 18: 21 – 35)

  


  In a certain village there once lived a peasant by the name of Ivan Shcherbakov. He was comfortably off, in the prime of life, the best worker in the village and had three sons who were all able to work. One was married, the second engaged and the third was old enough to mind the horses and was just learning to plough. Ivan's wife was a sensible, thrifty woman, and his daughter-in-law quiet and hard-working. So Ivan and his family had everything to live for. The only person who did not work in that household and needed feeding was Ivan's ailing old father who suffered from asthma and had now been lying over the stove for seven years. Ivan had everything in abundance: three horses and a foal, a cow with calf and fifteen sheep. The women made all the men's boots and clothes and helped in the fields, while the men tilled the soil. They always had sufficient grain to see them through to the next harvest and they paid their taxes and met all their other needs by selling oats. Ivan and his sons, therefore, might have continued to live quite happily, but right next door there lived Lame Gavrilo, son of Gordey Ivanov. He and Ivan became deadly enemies.


  In old Gordey's lifetime, when Ivan's father ran the house, the two peasants had been exemplary neighbours. If any of the women needed a sieve or a tub, or the men needed some sacking or a new wheel in an emergency, one household would send over to the other and they would help one another in true neighbourly fashion. If a calf happened to stray on to next door's threshing-floor, all they would do was shoo it away and remark, ‘Please don't let it come in here, there's piles of grain that still haven't been stored away.’ But as for taking and locking up in a shed or barn anything that was a neighbour's property, or casting aspersions on one another, that was quite unheard of.


  This was the life they led when the old men were alive, but everything was different when the young ones took charge.


  It all came about through some trifle.


  Ivan's daughter-in-law's pullet began to lay early and she was able to collect the eggs the week before Easter. Every day she went to the cart in the shed to fetch an egg. But one day the pullet was frightened, probably by some children, and flew over the fence into the neighbour's yard and started laying there. The young woman could hear it clucking, but she thought, ‘I've no time to collect it now, there's so much to do in the house before Easter. I'll collect it later.’


  That evening she went to the shed, but no egg was there. So she asked her brother-in-law and his mother if they had taken it, but they told her they hadn't. Taska, her younger brother-in-law, said, ‘Your hen's gone and laid her eggs in our neighbour's yard. I heard her clucking there and saw her fly back.’ The young woman went to look, and there she was, roosting next to the cock, her eyes just closing for sleep. The young woman would have liked to ask the hen where she had laid the egg, but as she could expect no answer, she went over to 's.


  The old woman came out and asked, ‘What do you want, my dear?’


  ‘Well, my hen's flown into your yard and I wonder if she's laid an egg somewhere?’


  ‘Can't say I've seen one. Thank God our own hens started laying ages ago. We've collected all ours and we don't need anybody else's. We're not the kind of folk, dear, who go round stealing eggs from other people's yards.’


  The young woman took great offence at this and said more than she intended. The old woman followed suit and a regular slanging match followed. Ivan's wife happened to come past with some water and she joined the battle. Then Gavrilo's wife ran out and gave her neighbour a good talking-to, dragging in both fact and fiction. All hell broke loose. The women all shouted at once as they tried to shut each other up. And they were not too particular with their language, one shouting, ‘You're a bitch; you're a thief; you're a filthy slut; you're starving your old father-in-law to death; you're a lousy sponger!’ and the other, ‘As for you, always begging and borrowing! You've worn that sieve I lent you to bits. And that's our yoke you've got there. Give it back!’


  They grabbed the yoke, spilt the water, snatched each other's shawl off and let fly with their fists. Just then Gavrilo came back from the fields and took his wife's side. Out dashed Ivan and his son and they too joined in the fray. Ivan, a strong fellow, sent everyone flying and tore a handful of hair from Gavrilo's beard. The villagers ran up to see what was wrong and had great difficulty separating the combatants.


  And that was how it all began.


  Gavrilo wrapped the tuft of beard in a piece of paper and went off to the District Court to start proceedings.


  ‘I didn't grow my beard,’ he complained, ‘for that pock-faced Ivan to pull it out!’


  Then his wife went round bragging to the neighbours that Ivan was bound to be convicted and sent to Siberia. And so hostilities continued.


  From where he lay over the stove the old man tried to make them see reason from the very start, but the young people would not listen.


  ‘You're acting very stupidly, making a mountain out of a molehill!’ he said. ‘And all because of an egg! If some children took it – well, they can be forgiven. One little egg can't be worth very much. God provides for everyone. And even if your neighbour was too free with her tongue you can put matters right and show her what she should have said. So, you came to blows. Well, none of us is perfect, we are all human. These things do happen. Now, go and make it up and let that be the end of it. But if you let it rankle inside you it will only be worse.’


  But the young people turned a deaf ear, so certain were they that none of what he said was to the point. After all, he was just an old man rambling on and on. And Ivan would not give in to his neighbour.


  ‘I didn't pull his hair out!’ he protested. ‘He pulled it out himself. But his son ripped the front of my shirt off, buttons and all. Just look at that!’


  And Ivan went off to start proceedings too. Both cases went before the justice of the peace and the District Court. While the cases were pending, the coupling-bolt from Gavrilo's cart disappeared, for which his womenfolk pinned the blame on Ivan's son.


  ‘Last night,’ they said, ‘we saw him go past our window, towards the cart. And a neighbour says she saw him at the inn trying to get the landlord to buy it.’


  So the two of them went to court again and not a day passed without swearing or fisticuffs. Even the children, in emulation of their elders, swore at each other and whenever the women happened to meet down by the river, where they did their washing, they would hurl insults – and quite nasty ones – at each other rather than rinse their clothes.


  At the beginning of hostilities the men had restricted themselves to slandering each other, but then they began, in real earnest, to filch anything they could lay their hands on – and the women and children received tuition in stealing. And so things went from bad to worse. Ivan Shcherbakov and Lame Gavrilo were constantly locked in litigation, at the Parish Assembly, the District Court or before the justice of the peace, so that in the end all the magistrates became sick and tired of the whole thing. Gavrilo would have Ivan fined or clapped in gaol, and then Ivan would return the compliment. And the nastier they were to each other the more embittered they became, like two fighting dogs: the longer they fight the fiercer they become. If you hit one of them from behind it immediately thinks the other dog is biting it, so it grows even fiercer. This was the case with the two men. Off they would go to court and one would have the other fined or locked up, with the result that they became even deadlier enemies. ‘You wait, I'll make you pay for this!’ they would say. And this went on for six years. Only the old man over the stove kept trotting out the same old advice: ‘What do you think you're doing, children? Let bygones be bygones, I say. Don't neglect your work, don't bear malice against a neighbour. Listen to me and all will be well. But the more you let things rankle the worse it will be.’


  But no one took any notice of the old man.


  In the seventh year matters came to a head when Ivan's daughter-in-law held Gavrilo up to shame at a wedding, accusing him of horse-stealing. Gavrilo was drunk, lost his temper and struck the woman, hurting her so badly she was laid up for a whole week. And she was pregnant at the time. Ivan was delighted and went straight to the investigating magistrate to lodge a complaint. ‘Now I'll get rid of that neighbour of mine,’ he thought. ‘This time it'll be a long term in prison, or Siberia, that's for certain.’ But once again he failed, as the magistrate dismissed the case. The woman was examined, but she was already up and about again and no bruises were found on her. So Ivan went to the justice of the peace, who referred the matter to the District Court, where Ivan soon got to work, treating the clerk and elder to two gallons of sweet cider, with the result that Gavrilo was sentenced to a flogging. The following sentence was read out to Gavrilo in court: ‘This court decrees that the aforesaid Gavrilo Gordeyev shall receive twenty strokes of the birch at the District Court.’


  When Ivan heard this he glanced at Gavrilo to see how he would take it. Gavrilo went as white as a sheet, turned round and walked out of the courtroom. Ivan followed him and was just on his way to his horse when he heard Gavrilo say, ‘All right, he's arranged to have my back flogged and it'll burn terribly. But he'd better watch out that something of his doesn't burn even more painfully.’


  When he heard this Ivan immediately returned to the courtroom and complained, ‘Guardians of the law! Now he's threatening to burn my house down! That's what he said – and in front of witnesses!’


  Gavrilo was called back.


  ‘Did you say that?’ they asked.


  ‘Didn't say anything. Flog me if you want. It seems I'm the only one to be punished, although I'm in the right. But he can go round doing what he likes.’


  Gavrilo wanted to say something more, but his lips and cheeks began to tremble and he turned his face to the wall. Even the magistrates were alarmed when they looked at Gavrilo: they were convinced he might do himself or his neighbour an injury.


  The senior (and very elderly) magistrate said, ‘Now listen to me, my friends. Hadn't you better make it up? Was that right of you, Gavrilo, striking a pregnant woman as you did? Fortunately no harm was done, thank God, but supposing you had hurt her? Now, go and admit you're in the wrong and beg your neighbour's pardon. He'll forgive you, don't worry about that. Then we'll revoke the sentence.’


  When the clerk heard this he said, ‘That's not possible. Under Article 117 of the Penal Code no reconciliation has been reached by the two parties, and as sentence has been passed it must be carried out.’


  The magistrate ignored the clerk.


  ‘Stop wagging that tongue of yours, my friend,’ he said. ‘The law all of us must obey is God's law. Always think of God, who has commanded us to forgive our neighbour.’


  And once again the magistrate tried to make peace between the two men, but he failed. Gavrilo just would not listen.


  ‘Next year I'll be fifty,’ he said. ‘I've one married son and I've never been flogged in my life. And now that pock-faced Ivan's ordered me to be flogged you expect me to go crawling to him! No, go ahead and flog me. Don't worry, I'll give him something he won't forget in a hurry!’


  Gavrilo's voice started trembling again and he was unable to say anything more. He turned round and left.


  It was about seven miles from the court to the village and it was late when he got home. Ivan unharnessed his horse, stabled it, and went into the hut. No one was there. The women had already gone to bring the cattle in and his sons were still out in the fields. Ivan sat on a bench and thought hard. He remembered how they had sentenced Gavrilo, how white he had gone and how he had turned towards the wall. And his heart ached. He imagined how he would feel if he had been sentenced to a flogging and he felt sorry for Gavrilo. Then the old man over the stove coughed, sat up, lowered his legs, climbed down and managed to drag himself over to the bench and sit down. The effort exhausted him and brought on another fit of coughing. When he had cleared his throat he leant on the table and asked, ‘Well? Have they passed sentence?’


  Ivan replied, ‘Yes – twenty strokes of the birch.’


  The old man shook his head.


  ‘What you are doing, Ivan, is terrible! Oh yes, really terrible. You're only harming yourself, not him. Will you feel better once he's been flogged? Eh?’


  ‘He won't do it again.’


  ‘What won't he do again? What has he done to you that's worse than you've done to him?’


  ‘What has he done that's worse?’ Ivan said. ‘He very nearly killed my daughter-in-law and now he's threatening to burn my place down! Do you expect me to go and say thank you?’


  The old man sighed and said, ‘You're free to go around the whole wide world, Ivan, while I have to lie all year round over the stove. And you think you can see everything and I can see nothing. No, dear boy, you can't see anything. You have been blinded by malice. You can see everyone else's sins, but not your own. “He's done me wrong,” you say. But if he'd been the only one to blame we wouldn't have all this trouble now. Do you think a quarrel always starts with one side? No, it takes two to make a quarrel. You see only the wrong he's done, but you're blind to what you've done. If he'd been the only one at fault we'd never have had all this trouble. Who pulled the hair out of his beard? Who ruined his haystack? Who hauled him off to court? And yet you still say it's all his fault! It's you who's living wickedly, that's the cause of all the trouble. I never lived like you and it's not what I taught you. Do you think his father and I ever lived the way you do? How did we live? Well, like true neighbours. If he ran out of flour his wife would come over and ask, “Uncle Frol, we need some flour,” and I'd reply, “Go to the barn, dear, and take as much as you want.” And if they had no one to take their horses to pasture I'd say, “Off you go, little Ivan, give them a hand with the horses.” And if I happened to be short of something myself I'd ask, “Uncle Gordey, I need such-and-such.” And he'd reply, “Take whatever you want, Frol.” That's how it was with us and everything went smoothly. But now… Only the other day a soldier was telling me about Plevna.1 But the fighting between you and Gavrilo is far worse. Is this any way to carry on, eh? You're a working man, head of a family. You should be the responsible one – and what do you teach the women and children? To snarl like dogs! Why, only today that little sniveller Taras was rude to his Aunt Arina right in front of his mother, and all she did was laugh. Is that any way to behave? You're the one with responsibilities. Spare a thought for your soul. Is all this necessary? Do you always have to say two words to my one? Do I have to hit you twice if you hit me once? No, young man, when Christ walked this earth he did not teach us fools to behave like that. If someone insults you, keep a silent tongue in your head – sooner or later the other man's conscience will prick him. That's what Christ taught. If someone smites you on the cheek, turn the other and say, “Go on, hit me, if that's what I deserve.” But the other man's conscience will catch up with him one day! Then he'll become humble and listen to you. That's what Christ taught us – not to be proud. Why don't you say something? Aren't I right?’


  Ivan listened, and said nothing.


  The old man coughed and after spitting out some phlegm continued. ‘Do you think what Christ taught us was wrong? Surely it was for the common good. Just consider the life you're leading now. Are you any better off since this “Plevna” started? Just think of what you've had to spend, taking him to court, all that travelling, food. You've raised such fine, strong sons and life should be wonderful for you. But you're going downhill and don't have so much money now. And why? Because of your pride. You ought to be out in the fields now, sowing with your sons, but because of that enemy of yours you keep rushing off to court to see the magistrate or some lousy little clerk. You're late with your ploughing and sowing, so the earth will not bring forth. Why aren't the oats sprouting, eh? When did you do your sowing? Only after you got back from town. And what did you gain from all those lawsuits? A millstone round your neck. Now, go and do what you should be doing. Go and plough with your sons and help the others in the house. If someone does you wrong, forgive him, like a Christian. Then you will have no more worries and there will always be peace in your soul.’


  Ivan still did not reply.


  ‘Now, go and do what your old father says, Ivan! Harness the roan, go straight to the District Court and withdraw all the charges. Then, in the morning, make it up with Gavrilo, like a good Christian. Invite him into the house, for tomorrow's a holiday (it was the eve of the Festival of the Birth of Our Lady), put the samovar on, get out a half-bottle of vodka and have done with this wickedness once and for all, so that it never happens again. And tell the women and children to do the same.’


  Ivan sighed. ‘What the old man says is true,’ he thought, and a weight seemed to have dropped from him. Only, he did not know how to go about making peace with his neighbour.


  As if he had guessed his son's thoughts the old man continued, ‘Come on, Ivan, don't delay. Put out the fire before it spreads – or it will be too late.’


  The old man wanted to say more, but just then the women came back into the hut, chattering like magpies. They had already heard that Gavrilo had been sentenced to a flogging and that he had threatened to burn their place down. They knew all about it and even added some additional material of their own invention which they used to good effect in another quarrel with Gavrilo's womenfolk in the pasture. They told how Gavrilo's daughter-in-law had threatened them. Gavrilo was hand in glove with the magistrate, they said, and he would be bound to turn the whole thing upside-down. What was more, the village schoolmaster (so the women said) had sent a complaint about Ivan to the Tsar himself, in which everything was mentioned, including the coupling-bolt and the kitchen garden, etc. If the complaint were favourably received, half of Ivan's property would be made over to Gavrilo, as compensation. When Ivan heard this his heart hardened again and he abandoned all thought of reconciliation.


  The head of a farmstead always has his hands full, so Ivan wasted no more time talking to the women, got up and left the hut and went on to the threshing-floor and from there into the barn. By the time he had cleared everything away and returned to the yard the sun had set and his sons had come back from the fields where they had been double-ploughing for the winter wheat crop. Ivan asked them about their work, helped them put the tools away, and set aside a broken horse-collar for repairing. He wanted to stow some poles under the shed, but it was too dark now. So Ivan left them until morning, fed the cattle, opened the gates for young Taras to take the horses to night pasture, locked them again and barred them. ‘Now I can have my supper and get some sleep,’ Ivan thought as he took the broken horse-collar and went towards the hut. By now he had forgotten all about Gavrilo and what his father had told him. Just as his hand was on the door handle and he was about to enter he heard his neighbour on the other side of the fence cursing someone in a hoarse voice. ‘To hell with him, death is what he deserves!’ When Ivan heard this all his hatred for his neighbour boiled up inside him. He stood there for some time listening to Gavrilo swearing. When he stopped he went into the hut, where the lamp had been lit. His daughter-in-law was spinning in one corner, while his wife was preparing supper. His eldest son was making trimmings for bast shoes and his second son was sitting at the table reading a book. Little Taras was about to take the horses to night pasture. Everything would have been so happy and cheerful were it not for that thorn in the flesh – an evil neighbour.


  Ivan angrily threw the cat off the bench and told the women off for not having the wash-tub ready. He felt really miserable and sat there scowling as he repaired the horse-collar. He could not get those words of Gavrilo out of his mind – both the threats he had made in court and now that hoarse shout ‘Death is what he deserves!’


  Ivan's wife gave Taras his supper and when he had finished he put on his jacket and an old sheepskin coat, tightened his belt, took some bread and went out to see to the horses. The eldest son wanted to see the youngest off, but Ivan himself got up and went out on to the front steps. Outside it was quite dark, overcast and windy. Ivan went down the steps, helped his little son on to his horse, shooed the foal after him and stood watching and listening to them (Taras had been joined by some other boys in the village) riding down the street until they were all out of sight. He stood there for a long time by the gate and as he did so those words of Gavrilo's kept ringing in his ears: ‘He'd better watch out that something of his doesn't burn even more painfully!’


  ‘He'd stop at nothing,’ Ivan thought. ‘Everything's so dry now and it's windy too. He could break into the yard from the back, set something alight and off he'd go! Now, if only I could catch him in the act.’


  Ivan was so taken by the idea that he did not go back up the steps, but out into the street and round the corner. ‘I'll have a good look in the yard. Who knows, he might be there.’ Stepping softly, he went past the gates.


  The moment he turned the corner and glanced at the fence he thought he could see something move on the other side of the yard, as if someone had come out and then vanished. Ivan stopped, watched and listened in silence. All was quiet, only the wind rustled in the leaves of a young willow and a heap of straw.


  At first everything seemed pitch-black, but when his eyes grew used to the dark he could see the far corner, a plough and the eaves. He stopped again, looked hard, but it seemed no one was there.


  ‘I must have imagined it,’ Ivan thought, ‘but I'll take a look all the same.’ And he crept stealthily along by the shed, moving so quietly in his felt shoes that he could not hear his own footsteps. But when he reached the far corner by the plough he saw something glimmer briefly and then disappear. Ivan's heart thumped. The moment he stopped he could see an even brighter light, in the same spot. Now everything was quite clear: a man was squatting with his back towards him. He was wearing a cap and he was setting light to a bundle of straw in his hand. Ivan's heart fluttered like a bird. He strained every muscle in his body as he strode out without hearing his own footsteps. ‘Well,’ he thought, ‘he won't escape now. I'll catch him red-handed!’


  He had barely gone more than a few yards when something suddenly flared up very brightly, in a different place now. It was no longer a small light – the straw beneath the eaves was blazing fiercely and the flames were spreading to the roof. And there was Gavrilo, as clear as daylight.


  Ivan swooped on Gavrilo, like a hawk on a lark. ‘He won't escape now. I'll wring his neck!’ he thought. But Gavrilo must have heard him, as he turned round and scuttled off past the barn like a hare.


  ‘You won't get away!’ Ivan shouted as he flew after him. But just as he was about to grab him by the collar Gavrilo wriggled away from him. Ivan managed to catch hold of one of his coat-flaps, which tore right off and Ivan fell down. In a flash he was on his feet again, shouting, ‘Help, help! Catch him!’ and he gave chase again.


  While he was struggling to his feet Gavrilo had managed to get back into his own yard, but Ivan caught up with him there and was just about to grab him again when suddenly something came crashing down on the crown of his head like a great stone. Gavrilo had picked up an oak stake that was lying in the yard and when Ivan ran up he brought it down on his head with all his might. Ivan was stunned and saw stars. Then all went dark and he slumped to the ground. When he came to his senses Gavrilo had gone. It was as light as day now and from the direction of his own yard came a crackling, roaring sound, like a machine at work. When Ivan turned round he could see that the whole of his back shed was on fire and that the side shed was burning too. Flames, clouds of smoke and bits of burning straw were pouring into his hut.


  ‘Look at that, neighbours!’ Ivan shouted, lifting his arms and then striking his thighs. ‘All I had to do was pull the straw out of the eaves and stamp on it. Just look at that, neighbours!’


  He wanted to shout even more, but he lost his breath and his voice had gone. He wanted to run, but his legs would not obey him and kept getting in the way of each other. Even when he tried to walk slowly he started reeling and he lost his breath again. So he stood still until he could recover his breath and then went on. By the time he had gone round the back shed and reached the fire, the side shed was blazing away. Flames leapt out of the hut, making it impossible to get into the yard. A large crowd of villagers had gathered, but there was nothing they could do. The neighbours dragged out their own belongings and drove their cattle out of the sheds. After Ivan's, Gavrilo's was the next hut to catch fire. The strengthening wind spread the flames right across the street, so that half the village was burnt down.


  They barely managed to rescue Ivan's father and the rest of the family escaped in whatever they happened to be wearing. Everything else, except for the horses at night pasture, was lost – the cattle, roosting hens, carts, ploughs, harrows, women's chests, grain in the granaries – all was consumed in the fire.


  Gavrilo's cattle were saved, however, together with a few things they managed to get out of his hut.


  The fire raged all night. Ivan stood looking at his hut, continually muttering to himself, ‘What is this, neighbours? All I had to do was pull the straw out and stamp on it!’ But when the roof fell in he dashed into the heart of the fire, seized a charred beam and tried to drag it out. The women saw him and called him back, but he managed to get the beam out and was about to go in for another when he staggered and fell into the fire, whereupon his son came to the rescue and pulled him out. Although his beard and hair were singed, his clothes burnt and one arm scorched, Ivan felt nothing. ‘The shock's numbed him,’ the villagers said. When the fire began to die down Ivan still stood there muttering, ‘Neighbours, what's all this? If only I'd pulled it out…’


  In the morning the village elder sent his son for Ivan.


  ‘Ivan, your father's dying and wants you to come and say goodbye,’ the elder's son said.


  ‘What father?’ he asked. ‘Who has he sent for?’


  ‘He's sent for you, to say goodbye. He's dying and he's in our hut. Come on, Ivan,’ the elder's son continued, pulling him by the arm. Ivan followed him.


  When the old man was being carried out of the hut some blazing straw had fallen on him and badly burnt him. He had been taken to the elder's hut on the far side of the village that was untouched by the fire.


  When Ivan arrived there was no one else in the hut beside the elder's wife and some children lying over the stove. All the others were still at the fire. The old man was lying on a bench with a candle in his hand and he kept looking towards the door out of the corner of his eye. When his son came in he stirred himself slightly. The old woman went over and told him that his son had come. The old man asked if he could be brought a little nearer. Ivan went closer and the old man started speaking.


  ‘What did I tell you, Ivan? Who burnt the village down?’


  ‘He did it, dear father!’ Ivan replied. ‘I caught him red-handed. I saw him put the burning straw under the eaves. All I had to do was pull it out and stamp on it and everything would have been all right.’


  ‘Ivan,’ the old man said, ‘my time has come and you too will have to die sooner or later. Now, who is to blame?’


  Ivan stared silently at his father, unable to utter a word.


  ‘Now, tell me before God, who is to blame? What did I tell you?’


  Only then did Ivan come to his senses, and he understood everything.


  He sniffed heavily and said, ‘It was my fault, father.’ And he fell on his knees, burst into tears and begged, ‘Forgive me, father, I'm guilty before you and before God.’


  The old man moved the candle to his left hand and tried to put his right to his forehead, as if to cross himself. But he was too weak and his hand dropped back.


  ‘Glory be to Thee, O Lord!’ he said, looking at his son. ‘Ivan, my dear Ivan!’


  ‘What is it, Father?’


  ‘Tell me, what should you do now?’


  ‘I don't know, Father,’ he finally said. ‘I don't know how we're going to live after all this.’


  The old man closed his eyes and bit his lips, as if to summon his last ounce of strength. Then he opened his eyes and said, ‘You'll get by. If you obey God's commandments you'll get by.’


  After a short pause the old man grinned.


  ‘Now, Ivan, mind you don't breathe a word to anyone about who started the fire,’ he said. ‘If you hide another's sin, God will forgive two of your own.’


  And the old man took the candle in both hands, folded them across his breast, sighed, stretched himself and died.


  Ivan did not inform against Gavrilo and no one ever discovered the cause of the fire. And Ivan felt no malice towards Gavrilo, who was amazed that Ivan did not tell anyone of his terrible deed. At first Gavrilo was very wary of Ivan, but in time he became used to the new order of things. The men stopped quarrelling and so did their families. While new huts were being built, both families lived together. And after the village was rebuilt, with the huts further apart now, Ivan and Gavrilo lived like neighbours, with adjoining yards. In fact they were as good neighbours as their fathers had been. And Ivan did not forget the old man's instructions, nor God's command that we should put out a fire before it has time to spread.


  And if anyone did Ivan harm, he would try to put matters right, instead of seeking revenge. And if anyone uttered a hurtful word against him he would try to teach the other not to speak wickedly, instead of giving something worse in return. And that was what he taught his womenfolk and his children. And so Ivan Shcherbakov mended his ways and from then on he prospered more than ever.


  THE TWO OLD MEN


  
    The woman saith unto him, Sir, I perceive that thou art a prophet.


    Our fathers worshipped in this mountain; and ye say, that in Jerusalem is the place where men ought to worship.


    Jesus saith unto her, Woman, believe me, the hour cometh, when ye shall neither in this mountain, nor yet at Jerusalem, worship the Father.


    Ye worship ye know not what: we know what we worship: for salvation is of the Jews.


    But the hour cometh, and now is, when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and in truth: for the Father seeketh such to worship him.


    (John 4: 19–23)
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  Two old men once decided to make a pilgrimage to the ancient city of Jerusalem. One was a prosperous peasant called Yefim Tarasych Shevelyev and the other, who was not well off, was called Yelisey Bodrov.


  Yefim was a steady, sober man: he never drank vodka, did not smoke or take snuff and had never used bad language. He had twice served as village elder and there had never been any discrepancy in the accounts. His family was large – two sons and a married grandson – and they all lived together. He was strong, healthy and erect, and his long beard had only started to turn grey when he was in his sixties. Yelisey was neither rich nor poor, had once done odd jobs around the district as a carpenter, but now he was old he never left the cottage and spent all his time keeping bees. One son had gone away to earn his living, the other lived at home. Although he liked the occasional drink, took snuff and was fond of singing, he was a quiet man and was on good terms with family and neighbours. He was short, with darkish skin and a curly beard; like his patron saint, the prophet Elisha, he was completely bald.


  The two old men had vowed a long time ago to make the pilgrimage, but Yefim could never find the time, as he had so much on his hands: no sooner was one thing finished than he would start another. First he would be arranging his grandson's marriage, then he'd be waiting for his younger son to return from the army, then he would set about building a new cottage.


  One holiday the two old men met and sat down on a pile of logs for a chat.


  ‘Well,’ Yelisey said, ‘when are we going on that pilgrimage?’


  Yefim frowned slightly. ‘We'll have to wait,’ he replied. ‘I've had a hard year. When I started the new cottage I thought I could build it for about a hundred roubles, but already it's cost me three hundred – and it's not finished yet. I think we'll have to put it off until the summer. Yes, we'll go then without fail, God willing!’


  ‘As I see it,’ Yelisey said, ‘we shouldn't postpone it any more, but go right away. Spring is the best time.’


  ‘The time of year's all right, but I've started on the new cottage. How can I leave that?’


  ‘Surely there's someone you can leave in charge? What about your son, he can see to things.’


  ‘See to things! I can't rely on my elder son, he drinks too much.’


  ‘When we are dead, my friend, they will have to carry on without us. Your son must be taught what to do.’


  ‘That's true, but I always like to be on the spot, to see a job's done properly.’


  ‘Oh, my dear friend! There's never enough time to get everything done! A few days ago the women started washing and cleaning the house for Easter. But as soon as one thing's done, along comes something else, so it's impossible to finish everything. As my eldest daughter-in-law says – and she's a clever woman – “We can be grateful that Easter comes without waiting for us, because however hard we work we'd never manage to get it all done in time.”’


  Yefim pondered for a moment and said, ‘The new cottage has cost me a lot of money and you can't go on a long journey like this without anything in your pocket. We'll need quite a lot in fact – one hundred roubles each!’


  Yelisey laughed. ‘I don't believe that, my friend. Why, you're worth ten times as much as me, yet all you talk about is money! Just tell me when you think we should start. Although I don't have the money now, I'll get hold of it in good time.’


  Yefim smiled. ‘Well, you seem to be rich all of a sudden!’ he said. ‘Where will you get all that money from?’


  ‘I'll scrape it together somehow from the family, and if that's still not enough I can sell a dozen hives or so to my neighbour. He's been after them for a long time now!’


  ‘But if there's good swarms this summer you'll regret it.’


  ‘Regret it? No, my friend, I've never regretted anything in my life, except my sins. There's nothing more precious than the soul.’


  ‘That may well be, but it's wrong to neglect one's home.’


  ‘But neglecting the soul is even worse. We made a solemn vow and we ought to go. Yes, I really mean it.’
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  Next morning Yefim thought it over and went to see Yelisey.


  ‘All right, let's go,’ he said. ‘What you say is true. In life or in death we are in God's hands. We should go while we are still alive and strong.’


  A week later the two old men began to make their arrangements. Yefim had enough money at home. He took a hundred roubles for himself and gave his wife two hundred.


  Yelisey made his arrangements too. He sold his neighbour ten hives, plus whatever young swarms they might produce, taking seventy roubles for the lot. He managed to squeeze the remaining thirty from his family and fairly cleaned them out: his wife gave him all she had – including her funeral savings – and his daughter-in-law did the same.


  Yefim told his son exactly what to do: how much hay to make, where to cart the manure and how to finish the cottage and put the roof on. He thought of everything that needed doing, giving his son detailed instructions. Yelisey, on the other hand, only told his wife to make sure to collect all the young bees from the hives that had been sold and not to try and cheat the neighbour out of them. But he did not say one word about household matters, saying that what had to be done would become obvious. ‘You are the masters now,’ he said, ‘so you should be able to fend for yourselves.’


  And so the two old men prepared to leave. Their families baked them cakes, made bags and cut new leggings for them. Then they put on their new shoes (taking some spare bast ones) and went out on to the road. Their families saw them to the end of the village where they said farewell and set off.


  Yelisey was in high spirits and he forgot all domestic worries the moment he left the village. His only concerns were helping his friend on the journey, not saying a rude word to anyone and making the round trip in peace and friendship. As he walked along he would either whisper a prayer to himself or recite the lives of the saints that he knew by heart. Whenever he met a stranger or stopped somewhere for the night, he would try to be as friendly as he could and speak the language of God, like a true Christian. And so he travelled on, his heart full of joy. However, there was just one thing that he could not bring himself to do. As he wanted to give up snuff, he had deliberately left his box at home. But now he felt a craving for it and a passer-by gave him some, so every now and then he would drop behind so that his companion wouldn't be tempted to take a pinch.


  Yefim made steady progress, did nothing for which he could reproach himself and never uttered one idle word. Yet his heart was heavy, for he could not stop thinking about what was happening at home. Was there something he had forgotten to tell his son and was he following his instructions? Whenever he saw potatoes being planted or manure carted he would wonder if his son was doing as he had been told. And he felt like turning back to show him or to do it himself.
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  The two old men had been walking for five weeks; their bast shoes were worn out and they had to buy new ones. They were now in the Ukraine and up to then food and lodging had to be paid for. But now the people vied with one another in their hospitality. They would invite them into their homes and feed them, for which they would take no money, even putting bread or cakes into their bags when they left.


  And so the old men travelled about five hundred miles, without any expenses. They crossed another province and then reached a district where the crops had failed. The people there would not accept any money for putting them up, but had no food to give them. And in many places they were not even given bread; in others there was none to be bought. The people said that last year's harvest had been a disaster. Those who had been rich were ruined and had to sell up. Others who were not so well off were left with nothing and those who were poor either left for good, went begging, or stayed at home, living from hand to mouth. In winter their only food was corn husks or goosefoot.


  One day the old men stopped in a hamlet, bought fifteen pounds of bread, stayed overnight and left before dawn so that they could be well on their way before it grew hot. After about seven miles they sat down by a stream, scooped up some water in a cup and steeped some bread in it. After eating, they changed their leggings and rested for a while. Then Yelisey took out his snuffbox, which made Yefim shake his head disapprovingly and ask, ‘Why can't you give up that filthy habit?’


  Yelisey threw up his arms helplessly and said, ‘It's stronger than me, so what can I do?’


  Then they got up and moved on. After about eight miles they came to a large village and walked right through it. It was very hot now and Yelisey was exhausted and wanted to rest and drink, but Yefim did not want to stop. He was the stronger walker and Yelisey was having great difficulty keeping up with him.


  ‘I'm thirsty,’ he said.


  ‘Well, have something to drink, I'm not thirsty.’


  Yelisey stopped. ‘You carry on,’ he said, ‘I'm going to that hut over there for some water. I'll catch you up in a moment.’


  ‘All right,’ the other replied and he walked on alone, while Yelisey went to the hut, which was quite small and of daubed brick. The lower part was black and the upper white. The clay had crumbled and was falling off, and the hut had not been plastered for ages. There was a hole in one side of the roof. The entrance was on the other side of a yard. Yelisey went in and saw a man lying near the earth bank1 around the hut. He was beardless, thin, wore his shirt tucked in his trousers, Ukrainian-style, and had clearly lain down when there was some shade. But now the sun was high and was glaring straight down on him. Although he lay quite still, he was not asleep. Yelisey called out and asked him for a drink, but the man did not reply. ‘He's either ill or not very friendly,’ Yelisey thought as he went up to the door. Inside the hut he could hear a child crying. He knocked on the door with the iron ring that served as a handle.


  ‘Is the master there?’ he asked. No reply. He knocked again, this time with his staff. ‘Good Christian folk!’ Not a soul stirred. ‘Servants of the Lord!’ No reply. Yelisey was about to go away when he heard what sounded like someone groaning on the other side of the door. ‘They seem to be in some kind of trouble,’ he thought. ‘I must go and see what's wrong.’
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  Yelisey turned the iron ring – the door was not locked, so he pushed it open and crossed the hall. The living-room door was open. To the left was a stove and directly opposite was an icon shelf with a table in front of it, behind which was a bench where an old, bareheaded, half-dressed woman was sitting, her head on the table. Beside her was a thin, waxen-faced boy with a distended belly. He howled dreadfully as he begged the old woman for something to eat and tugged her sleeve. Yelisey stepped forward into the room, where the air was foul. He looked around and saw a young woman lying in bed behind the stove. She was face downwards, her eyes were closed and her throat whistled as she tossed from side to side, stretching first one leg out, then the other. The foul smell was coming from her. She was obviously in no state to look after herself, nor was there anyone to help her.


  The old woman looked up and saw the stranger.


  ‘What do you want?’ she asked. ‘What is it? There's no one… there's nothing here.’


  Yelisey understood what she was saying2 and went over to her.


  ‘I've come for a drink of water, servant of God!’


  ‘There's nothing here, nothing. And nothing to fetch any water in. Now go on your way.’


  ‘Isn't there anyone here well enough to look after that woman?’ Yelisey asked.


  ‘No one at all. That man out in the yard is dying – as we are in here.’


  The little boy had stopped howling when he saw the stranger, but the moment the old woman spoke he started again, grabbing her sleeve and begging, ‘Some bread, Granny, I want some bread.’


  Just as Yelisey was about to question the old woman further, the man staggered into the hut and clung to the wall. He wanted to reach the bench, but was too weak and slumped into the corner by the door. Without attempting to get up he tried to speak, but was so short of breath he could only produce one word at a time, ‘We've… been… stricken… by… illness… and… hunger… He's… dying… of… hunger,’ he said, bursting into tears and nodding towards the boy.


  Yelisey jerked up the bag behind his shoulders, freed his arms from the straps and threw it on to the floor. Then he lifted the bag on to the bench and began to untie it. When he'd opened it he took out the bread and a small knife, cut off a slice and offered it to the man, who refused it, motioning instead at the boy, and a little girl (who was also there, behind the stove) as if to say, ‘Let them have it.’ So Yelisey offered the bread to the little boy, who sniffed at it, stretched out his arms, seized the slice in his little hands and went off with his nose buried in it. The little girl crept out from behind the stove and stared at the loaf. Yelisey gave her some too. Then he cut off another slice and gave it to the woman, who took it and started chewing.


  ‘Can you get us some water?’ she asked. ‘Their mouths are parched. I went to fetch some yesterday – or was it today, I really can't remember? – but before I could reach the well I fell down. The bucket's still there, unless someone's taken it.’


  Yelisey asked where the well was and the old woman told him. So he went off, found the bucket, brought the water and gave everyone a drink. The children ate some more of the bread with the water, and so did the old woman, but the man would eat nothing. ‘I just can't take any food,’ he said.


  The sick woman was still delirious and lay tossing from side to side. Yelisey went to the village and bought millet, salt, flour and butter. He managed to find an axe somewhere, chopped firewood and lit the stove. The little girl helped him. Then Yelisey made some soup and porridge and fed the starving people.
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  The man ate a little, the old woman had a proper meal, while the little girl and boy licked the bowl clean and immediately fell fast asleep in each other's arms.


  The man and the old woman then told Yelisey how it had all come about.


  ‘We were poor enough before,’ they said, ‘but when the crops failed we exhausted our stocks by the end of autumn. When everything was gone we started begging food off neighbours and other good Christian folk. At first they gave us some, but then they refused us. There were some who'd have been only too glad to help, but they didn't have anything for themselves. And then we became too ashamed to go out begging. We were up to our eyes in debt, owing people money, flour and bread.’


  ‘I tried to find work,’ the man continued, ‘but there wasn't any. Everywhere people were crying out for work so that they could feed themselves. For every day you worked you'd have to spend two looking for it. So the old woman and the little girl had to go begging further afield. But they didn't get very much as no one had any bread. All the same, we somehow managed to find enough food and we thought we might get by until the next harvest. But in the spring people gave us nothing at all, and then we were struck down by this illness. It was terrible. One day we would eat and the next two we'd starve. We started eating grass. I'm not sure whether it was because of that, but my wife became very ill. She took to her bed. I had no more strength and we had no medicine to help us.’


  ‘I struggled along on my own for a while,’ the old woman said, ‘but then I broke down from lack of food and became very weak. The little girl became weak too and frightened of everyone. We wanted to send her to stay with some neighbours, but she wouldn't go and huddled up in a corner. The day before yesterday the neighbour came and when she saw that we were hungry and sick she just turned round and left. Her own husband had just passed away and she could not feed her little ones. So there we were, waiting to die.’


  When Yelisey heard their story he changed his mind about catching his friend up that day and stayed the night. Next morning he got up and busied himself with the housework as if it was his own home. He helped the old woman knead the dough and lit the stove. Then he went off with the little girl to the neighbours to see if they could borrow some things they urgently needed. There was nothing left in the hut, no kitchen utensils or clothes – everything had been sold to buy food. So Yelisey supplied them with what they desperately needed, making some things himself and buying others. He spent the whole day with them, then another, then a third. The little boy recovered and could crawl along the bench whenever Yelisey was there and nestle against him. The little girl brightened up considerably and helped with all the work. She was always running after Yelisey, calling out, ‘Uncle! Uncle!’ The old woman improved too and went out to visit a neighbour, while the husband was soon able to get about with the wall to lean against. Only the wife could not get up and even she came to her senses after three days and asked for food. ‘Well now,’ Yelisey thought, ‘I didn't expect to spend so much time here, I must be on my way now.’
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  The fourth day happened to be a feast-day after a fast and Yelisey thought, ‘I'll buy these people a few things for their feast, break my fast with them and then set off in the evening.’ So he went to the village again and bought milk, white flour and lard, and helped the old woman with all the baking. Next day he went to Mass and celebrated the feast-day with the villagers. The same day the wife got out of bed and went about her business, and her husband shaved and put on a shirt which the old woman had washed for him. Then he went to plead with a rich peasant in the village to whom his meadows and ploughland were mortgaged, asking if he could farm them until after harvest-time. He returned that evening feeling very miserable and burst into tears. The rich merchant had shown no mercy, had insisted on payment and told him to bring the money.


  So Yelisey thought things over again. ‘How will they survive now?’ he wondered. ‘These people will go out to do their hay-making, but there's no point in it, as their crops are mortgaged. The rye will ripen, they'll go reaping (the crop this year has been wonderful!) but they'll have nothing to look forward to as their land is all in the hands of that rich peasant. If I leave now they'll soon be back where they were before.’ Yelisey was torn this way and that, but finally he decided not to depart that evening, but to put it off until the morning. He went outside to sleep, said his prayers, lay down, but could not sleep. Although it really was time to go now, as he had spent so much time and money, he was sorry for these people. But then he thought, ‘I can't go on helping them indefinitely. All I intended was giving them some water and a few slices of bread – and now look where that water's landed me! No doubt I'll have to redeem that meadow and field for them. And once that's done I'll have to buy them a cow so the children can have milk, and a horse so the father can cart his sheaves. A fine mess you've got yourself into, Yelisey! You've slipped your cables, gone miles adrift!’


  Yelisey got up, picked up his coat which he had been using as a pillow, unfolded it and took a pinch of snuff from his box, thinking it might clear his head. Not a bit of it! However hard he tried he was unable to come to any decision. He should be going, but at the same time he felt so very sorry for these people. He was at a complete loss. He folded his coat and lay down again until cock-crow, when he dozed off. Suddenly it seemed someone had woken him. He saw himself fully dressed and ready to go, the bag on his back and staff in hand. He had to pass through some gates which were open just wide enough for one person to squeeze through. But first he caught his bag on one side of a fence and when he tried to free it he caught his leggings on the other side and they became undone. When he tried to unhook the bag he saw that it had not caught on the fence at all and that a little girl was holding it and calling out, ‘Uncle, Uncle! Give me some bread!’ He glanced at his leg and the little boy was holding on to his leggings, while the old woman and the peasant were looking out of the window. Yelisey woke up and said out loud, ‘Tomorrow I'll redeem their field. I'll buy them a horse, and flour to last them until the next harvest, and a cow for the children. If I don't do that, when I'm across the seas searching for Christ, I might lose Him within me. I must help these people.’ And Yelisey slept until morning. He awoke early and went off to see the rich peasant. He redeemed the rye field and paid the rent for the meadows. Then he bought a scythe (theirs had been sold) and brought it back to the hut. He sent the peasant out to mow, while he himself went to see the men in the village. He discovered that the tavern-keeper had a horse and cart for sale, so he struck a bargain with him and bought it, together with a sack of flour which he loaded on to the cart. Then he went to buy the cow. On his way he passed two Ukrainian women who were chatting to each other. Although they were talking in their own language, Yelisey understood that they were talking about him.


  ‘When he first arrived no one could make out who he was and reckoned he was quite ordinary. He came to beg for water, but he's stayed ever since. You should see what he's bought for them! They say he bought them a horse and cart from the tavern-keeper this morning. You don't find many like him in this world. Let's go and have a look.’


  When Yelisey heard this he realized that they were singing his praises, but he did not go to buy the cow. Instead he went back to the tavern-keeper and paid for the horse. Then he harnessed it and returned to the hut with the flour. He drove up to the gate, stopped and climbed down. The people in the hut were amazed when they saw the horse: they thought that it was for them, but dared not say so. The husband came out to open the gate.


  ‘Where did you get that horse, my friend?’ he asked.


  ‘I just bought it,’ he replied. ‘It was going cheaply. Now, cut some hay and put it in the manger for tonight. And get that sack down.’


  The man unharnessed the horse, carried the sack into the barn and put it in the manger. They all lay down to sleep. Yelisey went outside to lie down, taking his bag with him. When everyone was asleep Yelisey got up, tied his bag, put on his shoes and coat and went off to catch up with Yefim.
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  When Yelisey had walked about three miles it began to grow light. He sat beneath a tree, opened his bag and started counting his money. When he had added it up he found he had seventeen roubles and twenty copecks left. ‘Well,’ he thought, ‘that won't get me across the sea! But begging my way, in Christ's name, might be more sinful than not going at all. Yes, Old Yefim will get to Jerusalem without me and light a candle for me there, and I'll never fulfil my vow in my lifetime. Thankfully, though, the Lord is merciful and suffers sinners.’


  So Yelisey got up, slung his bag over his shoulder and turned back. But he gave the village a wide berth, so that no one would see him, and was soon briskly making his way home. The outward journey had been very difficult and he had always had to struggle to keep up with Yefim. But now that he was on his way back God seemed to have given him renewed strength and he hardly felt tired at all. He strode along in high spirits, swinging his staff and covering forty miles a day.


  When he arrived home the harvest had been gathered in. The old man's family was overjoyed to see him and asked all kinds of questions: what had happened? Why hadn't he kept up with his friend? Why had he come back without reaching Jerusalem? But Yelisey would not tell them.


  ‘It was not God's will,’ he replied, ‘that I should reach Jerusalem. I lost my money on the way and couldn't keep up with my friend. That's why. Forgive me, for Christ's sake!’


  And he gave his wife all that was left of the money and then questioned her about domestic matters. She told him that all was well, that all the work had been done, that nothing had been neglected and that everyone was living in peace and harmony.


  That same day Yefim's family heard that Yelisey was back and they came to inquire about their old man. Yelisey told them exactly what he had told the others.


  ‘Your Yefim walked at a cracking pace,’ he said, ‘and we parted three days before the Feast of St Peter. I meant to catch him up, but all kinds of things happened. I lost my money, so I could not go on and so I came home.’


  The people were astonished that such an intelligent man could have been so stupid as to have set out without reaching his destination and had only wasted his money. However, after their initial surprise they forgot all about it, and so did Yelisey. He got to work in the house, chopped firewood for the winter with his son and helped the women thresh the corn. Then he mended the barn roofs, saw to the bees and handed over the ten hives with their young that had been sold to his neighbour. His wife had tried to conceal the number of swarms but Yelisey knew very well which hives had produced young bees and which had not. And instead of ten he handed over seventeen swarms to his neighbour. When he had seen to everything he sent his son to look for work, while he sat down to make bast shoes for the winter and fashioned clogs from the chunks of wood.
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  While Yelisey was looking after the sick people in the hut Yefim had waited the whole day for his friend. First he had gone on a short distance and then sat down. After waiting a long time he took a nap, woke up and sat down again to wait – but still there was no sign of his friend. He kept straining his eyes until they hurt. The sun sank behind a tree – but still no Yelisey. ‘I wonder if he's passed me,’ he thought. ‘Or perhaps someone gave him a lift and he drove by without noticing me as I slept. But he must have seen me. You can see for miles on the steppe. If I go back for him now he might have gone on ahead and we'll never meet up, which will be far worse. I'd better push on, I'm sure we'll meet at some place where they put travellers up for the night.’ He came to a village and asked the local constable to make sure that any old man of Yelisey's description was brought over to his hut if he happened to turn up. But Yelisey did not turn up, so Yefim moved on and kept asking everyone he met if they had seen a little old bald man. But no one had seen him. Yefim was amazed and set off on his own. ‘We'll bump into each other again at Odessa, or on board ship,’ he decided and thought no more about it.


  On the road he became friendly with a long-haired monk, with skullcap and cassock. The monk had been to Mount Athos3 and was going to Jerusalem for the second time. They stayed the night at the same place, talked a great deal and set off together in the morning.


  Having safely reached Odessa they stayed there three days waiting for a ship. Many pilgrims, from all over Russia, were waiting too. Yefim made further inquiries about Yelisey, but no one had seen him.


  Yefim obtained a passport, which cost him five roubles. He paid forty roubles for the return passage to Jerusalem and bought himself bread and herring for the journey. When the cargo was loaded, the other pilgrims embarked and Yefim went on board with his new friend.


  The ship weighed anchor, cast off and set sail. During the day the passage was smooth, but towards evening the wind got up, it started raining, the ship tossed and waves flooded over the sides. The passengers panicked – the women wailed, while some of the more faint-hearted men ran around looking for somewhere safe down below. Yefim was terrified too, only he did not show it. All that night and all next day he did not budge from the place on deck where he had settled on first coming on board, near some old men from Tambov.4 There they sat, clutching their bags and not saying one word. On the third day it became calm and on the fifth they put into Constantinople.


  Some of the pilgrims went ashore to see the Church of St Sophia (now a Turkish mosque). Yefim stayed on board and only bought some white rolls. After a day they put to sea again, stopping at Smyrna and Alexandria and finally arriving safely at Jaffa, where all the pilgrims disembarked to walk the forty miles to Jerusalem. But the passengers were terrified when they had to leave the ship, as it stood high out of the water and they were dropped down into small boats that rocked so violently there was every chance that they might miss them and end up in the water. Two men did get a soaking, but finally everyone came safely ashore. Immediately they were on dry land the two men set off and reached Jerusalem around noon, after a three-day walk. They stayed outside the city, at the Russian hostel, where their passports were stamped, and after eating went off to see the holy places. That day the Holy Sepulchre was closed to the public, so they visited the Monastery of the Patriarch, where all the pilgrims assembled, the women being separated from the men, who were told to take off their shoes and sit in a circle. Then a monk entered with a towel and began to wash their feet. He went to each of them, washing, drying and kissing feet. Yefim's feet were washed, dried and kissed, along with the others. Right through vespers and matins they stood. They lit votive candles and handed in pieces of paper with names of dead or sick relatives on them, so that prayers could be said. Then they were given food and wine. Next they went to the cell where Mary of Egypt did penance. They placed candles there and held a short service. Then they visited the Monastery of Abraham and the Garden of Saveki, where Abraham wished to sacrifice his son to God. From there they went to the place where Christ appeared to Mary Magdalene and then to the Church of James, our Lord's brother. The monk showed Yefim all the holy places, advising him at which ones it was customary to give money, and how much. Later, they returned to the hostel and had supper. Just as they were preparing for bed, the monk suddenly gave a loud groan and started turning his clothes inside out. ‘My purse has gone!’ he said. ‘There were twenty-three roubles in it – two tens and three in small change.’


  For a long time he sat there bemoaning his loss, but there was nothing that could be done and in the end everyone went to bed.
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  As Yefim lay in bed he was tempted by the following thought: ‘No one could have stolen money from that monk, as he didn't have any in the first place. He didn't give any money at the shrines, although he told me to do so. Yes, he even borrowed a rouble from me.’


  But he immediately reproached himself for entertaining such a thought. ‘Who am I to judge another?’ he reflected. ‘It's a sin. I'll forget all about it.’ But the moment he let his mind wander he remembered once again how careful the monk had been with his money and how unlikely it was that the story of the stolen purse was true. ‘He never had any money in the first place. He made it all up,’ he thought.


  Next morning they went to early Mass at the Great Church of the Resurrection, where Our Lord's Sepulchre is situated. The old monk never left Yefim for one moment and accompanied him everywhere he went. When they entered the church they found a large congregation of pilgrims – Russians, Greeks, Armenians, Turks and Syrians. Yefim went to the Holy Gates with the others and a monk took them past the Turkish guards to the place where the Saviour was taken from the Cross and anointed, and where candles were burning in nine great candlesticks. The old monk showed and explained everything to them. Then some monks took Yefim up the steps on the right to Golgotha, where the Cross had stood. Yefim said a prayer there. Then he was shown the deep cleft in the rock where the earth had opened up to its nether regions. After that he saw where Christ's hands and feet had been nailed to the Cross. Then he was shown the Chapel of Adam, where Christ's blood had trickled down on to Adam's bones. Then they showed him the stone on which Christ had sat when he was crowned with thorns and the pillar to which Christ was bound when He was scourged. Finally Yefim saw the stone with the two holes for Christ's feet. The monks wanted to show him more, but the others surged forward, impatient to see the actual cave of the Lord's Sepulchre. The Latin Mass had just finished and the Russian was just about to begin. Yefim went to the tomb in the rock together with the crowd.


  He wanted to get rid of the monk, as he found he was constantly sinning in his thoughts against him. But the monk would not leave him and went with him to the Sepulchre to say Mass. They tried to get to the front, but it was impossible: the crowd was so tightly packed that they could move neither backwards nor forwards. As Yefim stood there, looking in front and praying, he couldn't help checking his pockets every now and then to see if his purse was safe. He did not know what to think. Firstly he was inclined to think that his companion had been lying all along, but then he reasoned that if the monk had not been lying and really had been robbed, then he himself might suffer the same fate.
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  While Yefim stood gazing over the people's heads towards the chapel in which the Sepulchre itself was situated, with thirty-six lamps burning over it, he saw something quite amazing. Directly beneath the lamps, where the sacred flame is always kept burning, he saw an old man in a coarse serge coat and with a shiny bald head just like Yelisey's right at the front of the congregation. ‘He's the image of Yelisey,’ he thought, ‘but it can't be him! He couldn't possibly have got here before me. The ship before ours left a week earlier, he could never have caught it. And he definitely wasn't on my ship, as I saw every single pilgrim on board.’


  These thoughts had scarcely passed through Yefim's mind when the old man started praying. He bowed three times – first forward, towards God, and then once to each side, to the whole Orthodox world. It was when the old man turned to the right that Yefim recognized him. Yes, it was Yelisey Bodrov in person, with that dark curly beard touched with grey, those same cheeks, eyebrows, nose – every single feature was his. No doubt about it, it definitely was Yelisey.


  Yefim was delighted at having found his friend again and was amazed that he had managed to arrive before him. ‘Good old Bodrov!’ he thought. ‘He left me miles behind! He must have met someone who helped him. Anyway, I'll catch him as we go out and get rid of this monk in the skullcap. Then I'll make sure I don't get separated from Yelisey – perhaps he can show me how to get to the front!’


  Yefim kept a watchful eye on Yelisey, so as not to let him out of his sight. The service finished and the crowd began to disperse. There was such a crush as everyone surged forward to kiss the tomb that Yefim was pushed to one side. He was terrified that his purse might be stolen. Clutching it in one hand he forced his way through to get out of there as quickly as he could. Having escaped from the crowd, he ran up and down looking for Yelisey inside and outside the church. In the monks' cells he saw people of all kinds eating, drinking wine, sleeping and reading. But Yelisey was nowhere to be found. Yefim returned to the hostel – his friend was not there. That evening the old monk did not return: he had left without repaying the rouble and Yefim was all on his own again.


  Next day Yefim went to the Holy Sepulchre again with the old man from Tambov who had been on board ship with him. He wanted to push his way to the front but once again he was caught up in the crush. So he stood by one of the pillars and prayed. Then he looked in front – and there, beneath the lamps over the Sepulchre, stood Yelisey. He was right at the front, arms outstretched like the priest's at the altar, and his bald head was shining all over. ‘Right,’ Yefim told himself, ‘this time I shan't lose him.’ And he shoved his way to the front. But Yelisey had disappeared. ‘He must have got out some other way,’ Yefim thought. On the third day at the Holy Sepulchre he looked again and there was Yelisey in the holiest place, quite conspicuous, arms outstretched and eyes uplifted as if he were watching something above him. ‘This time,’ Yefim thought, ‘I shan't lose him. I'll go and stand at the exit. I can't possibly miss him there.’ Yefim stood and waited until noon. Everyone had left – but there was no Yelisey.


  Yefim stayed six weeks in Jerusalem and visited all the holy places: Bethlehem, Bethany, the River Jordan. At the Holy Sepulchre he had a new shirt stamped with a seal, for use as his shroud when his time came; he bought a bottle of water from the River Jordan and some holy soil and some candles lit with the healing flame. He spent all his money, except what was needed for the return journey. And then he left for home. From Jaffa he sailed to Odessa and made the rest of the way back on foot.


  II


  So Yefim travelled alone, along the same road. As he drew nearer home he began to worry again about how they had been coping in his absence. ‘A lot of water flows under a bridge in one year,’ he reflected. ‘You can spend a lifetime building up a home, but it doesn't take long to destroy it.’ He wondered how his son had been managing without him, if they'd had a good spring, how the cattle had come through the winter, whether the new cottage was finished. When Yefim reached the place where he had left Yelisey last summer he could hardly recognize the people there. The previous year they had been suffering terrible hardship and now they all seemed to be prospering: the harvest had been good, the people had recovered from illness and had forgotten all about the misery of the past.


  It was evening when Yefim approached the village where Yelisey had stayed behind the previous year. The moment he entered it a little girl in a white smock came skipping from behind a small hut.


  ‘Grandpa, Grandpa! Please come into the hut!’


  Yefim wanted to carry on, but she would not let him, caught hold of a fold of his coat and laughingly pulled him towards the hut.


  Then a woman with a small boy came out on to the front steps and she beckoned to him. ‘Please come in, Grandpa,’ she said, ‘and have supper with us. You can spend the night here.’


  So Yefim went in. ‘It wouldn't do any harm asking about Yelisey,’ he thought. ‘Perhaps it's the same hut where he came for a drink of water.’


  Inside, the woman took his bag and gave him water to wash himself. Then she made him sit down and brought milk, curd cakes and porridge, and put them before him. Yefim thanked her and praised the villagers for being so hospitable to pilgrims. The woman shook her head.


  ‘How can we refuse pilgrims hospitality?’ she said. ‘It was a pilgrim who showed us the true way to live. We had become forgetful of God and He punished us so severely we were all at death's door. Last summer it was so bad that we were all ill in bed, with nothing to eat. We surely would have died if God had not sent us an old man like yourself. It was around noon that he came, to beg for water, and when he saw us all lying here he took pity on us and stayed here. He saw that we had food and drink, and set us on our feet. And he redeemed our land, bought a horse and cart and gave them to us.’


  Just then the old woman came in and interrupted the young one.


  ‘We just don't know whether it was a man or an angel,’ she said. ‘He loved us all, took pity on us and then he left without telling us who he was. So we don't know whom to pray for. I can see it all as plain as anything: there I lay, waiting for death, when I looked up and in came an old man. He was bald, very insignificant looking and he asked for water. So I thought to myself, sinner that I am, “What's this tramp doing in here?” And when I think what he did for us! The moment he saw us he put his bag down – just there – and untied it.’


  The little girl broke in, ‘No, Grandma. First he put his bag over there, in the middle of the hut, and then he put it on the bench.’


  And they started arguing, trying to remember all that Yelisey had said and done: where he had sat, where he had slept, what he had told each one of them.


  At night the husband returned on horseback and he too took up the story.


  ‘If he hadn't come in,’ he said, ‘we would all have died in sin. Yes, we were dying in despair, complaining about God and man. But he put us on our feet again and through him we came to know God and believe in the goodness of man. May Christ be with him! We were living like animals and he made human beings of us!’


  After giving Yefim food and drink they gave him a place to sleep and then lay down themselves.


  But although he lay down, Yefim could not sleep, for he could not get Yelisey out of his mind and how he had seen him three times in Jerusalem, in front of the congregation.


  ‘So that's how he got ahead of me! Whether my own pilgrimage has been accepted I cannot tell, but the Lord has accepted his!’


  Next morning the villagers said farewell to Yefim, loaded him with pies for the journey and went off to work, while Yefim went his way.
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  Yefim had been away exactly one year and it was spring when he returned.


  It was in the evening. His son was not at home; he had gone to the tavern. When he returned he was tipsy and Yefim questioned him. It was abundantly clear that the son had been living dissolutely while the father was away. He had wasted the money and had neglected things. When his father told him off, he received a very rude reply.


  ‘Then you should have seen to it yourself,’ he said, ‘instead of wandering off like that – and with our money! And now you're asking me to give it back!’


  The old man was furious and struck him.


  Next morning Yefim went to have a word with the village elder about his son and passed Yelisey's hut. Yelisey's wife greeted him from the front door. ‘And how are you, my old friend?’ she asked. ‘So you've come back safe and sound, then?’


  Yefim stopped and said, ‘Yes, I have, thank God. I got separated from your old man, but I gather he's back now.’


  The old woman (a real chatterbox) told him the whole story.


  ‘Yes, my dear neighbour,’ she said, ‘he came back ages ago – not long after Assumption, I think it was. We were so glad God brought him back safely, it was so miserable here without him. We can't expect him to do much work at his age, but he's still head of the house and we all feel much more cheerful now. You should have seen how glad our son was! “Without Dad,” he said, “it was as if the sun had gone in.” We were all so miserable while he was gone. We love him, my dear friend, and we'll take good care of him.’


  ‘Is he at home now?’


  ‘Yes, he's in the bee-garden, hiving the bees. He says they're swarming beautifully this year. God's given the bees such strength that he can't remember anything like it. “God doesn't reward us according to our sins,” he says. Come on, he'll be so pleased to see you.’


  Yefim went through the hall and across the yard into the bee-garden. There he found Yelisey standing without face-net or gloves, wearing only his grey jacket. There he stood, arms outstretched and his bald head shining all over, just as he had done at the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. And above him the sun shone through the birches, burning fiercely as it had done in Jerusalem, while golden bees wound themselves in a garland and circled his head without stinging him. Yefim stood stock-still.


  Yelisey's wife called out to her husband, ‘Your friend's here!’


  Yelisey looked round. He was delighted and went to greet him, gently plucking bees out of his beard.


  ‘I'm so pleased to see you again, my dear friend… so pleased… Did you have a good journey?’


  ‘Yes, my legs carried me here safely and I've brought you some water from the River Jordan. You must come and collect it. But whether God has accepted my pilgrimage or not…’


  ‘I'm sure He has, glory be to God!’


  Yefim fell silent.


  ‘Well, I was there in body, but whether I was there in spirit,… or if it was someone else…’


  ‘That's God's business, my dear friend.’


  ‘On the way back I looked in at the hut where you stayed behind…’


  Yelisey appeared alarmed and hastily said, ‘That's God's business, my friend. Now, come into the hut and I'll give you some honey.’ And he quickly turned to domestic matters.


  Yefim sighed and did not talk to Yelisey about the people in the hut, nor about having seen him in Jerusalem. And now he came to understand that God has charged every one of us to do His holy will, through love and good deeds, until his dying day.


  THE THREE HERMITS


  
    But when ye pray, use not vain repetitions, as the heathen do: for they think that they shall be heard for their much speaking.


    Be not ye therefore like unto them: for your Father knoweth what things ye have need of, before ye ask him.


    (Matthew 6: 7–8)

  


  A bishop was sailing from the town of Archangel1 to the Solovetsky Monastery.2 On the ship were some pilgrims on their way to visit the saints' shrines there. The wind was favourable, the weather fair, the sea smooth. Some of the pilgrims were lying down, some were eating, others were sitting in groups chatting to each other. The bishop came out on deck and started pacing the bridge. Then he went to the prow and saw that a crowd of passengers had gathered there, among them a little fisherman who was pointing at something in the sea as he talked to them, and the passengers were listening to him. The bishop stopped and looked towards where the fisherman was pointing, but he could see nothing except the sea gleaming in the sunlight. He went closer to the crowd and listened hard. The moment the fisherman saw the bishop he doffed his cap and fell silent. And when the others saw the bishop they too doffed their caps and made obeisance.


  ‘Please don't stand on ceremony, brethren!’ the bishop said. ‘I too have come to hear what you have to say, my good man.’


  ‘The fisherman's just been telling us about some hermits,’ said one of the tradesmen who was a little bolder than the rest.


  ‘What hermits?’ asked the bishop, crossing over to the side of the ship and sitting on a box. ‘Tell me about them too, I want to hear. What were you pointing at?’


  ‘That little island over there,’ replied the fisherman, pointing to starboard. ‘You can just make it out. That's the island where the three hermits live, to save their souls.’


  ‘But where exactly is it?’ asked the bishop.


  ‘If you'll be good enough to follow where my hand's pointing, Your Grace. You see that small cloud over there? Well, just below it, a little to the left, there's a kind of dark streak.’


  The bishop looked long and hard, but his unpractised eyes could distinguish nothing in the water that was rippling in the sunlight.


  ‘No, I can't make it out,’ he said. ‘Tell me, who are these hermits who live on the island?’


  ‘They're men of God,’ said the fisherman. ‘I first heard tell of them many years ago, but it wasn't till last summer that I managed to catch sight of them – saw them with my own eyes, I did!’


  And the fisherman repeated the story of how once, when he was out fishing, he was stranded on some island and didn't know where he was. In the morning he started wandering around the island and came across a mud hut with an old man standing by it; and then two others came out. They gave him food, dried his clothes for him and helped him repair his boat.


  ‘What did they look like?’ asked the bishop.


  ‘One was really small and hunchbacked, very, very old and wearing an old-fashioned cassock. Must've been over a hundred and the grey hairs in his beard had started turning green. But he never stopped smiling and his face was as bright as an angel's from heaven. The second was a bit taller, very old too, and he wore a peasant coat that was all in tatters. His beard was grey, streaked with yellow and he looked very strong, he did. Before I could lend a hand he'd turned my boat over like it was a little tub. Seemed a cheerful type, like the first one. As for the third, he was very tall, with a snow-white beard reaching right down to his knees. But he had a gloomy look and was beetle-browed. He was naked, except for a piece of matting around his waist.’


  ‘Did they speak to you?’ asked the bishop.


  ‘Most of the time they did everything in silence, didn't say much to each other. But one of them only had to look at the other and he would cotton on at once. I went and asked the tallest if they'd been living there long. He frowned, muttered something and sounded very angry. But then the little, very ancient one took his hand and smiled, and the tall one went quiet. All that the very ancient one said was: “Have mercy upon us!” and then he smiled again.’


  While the fisherman was talking the ship had drawn closer to the island.


  ‘There, you can see it quite plainly now,’ said the tradesman, pointing it out with his hand, ‘if Your Grace will kindly take a look.’


  The bishop looked and sure enough he could make out the black strip of the island. After a long, hard look he left the prow and went aft to the helmsman.


  ‘What's the name of that island over there?’


  ‘It ain't got no name, there's a lot like it in these parts.’


  ‘Is it true what they say, that some hermits are living there to save their souls?’


  ‘That's what I've ’eard say, Your Grace. But I don't know if it's true. Some fishermen say they've seen ’em, but it might just be idle talk.’


  ‘I'd like to land on that island and see the hermits,’ said the bishop. ‘How could I do it?’


  ‘No ship can put in there,’ replied the helmsman. ‘But we could row you there. You'll 'ave to ask the captain.’


  The captain was sent for.


  ‘I should like to go and have a look at those hermits,’ said the bishop. ‘Can you take me there?’


  The captain tried to dissuade him: ‘Of course we can take you, but we'd lose a lot of time. And if I may venture to inform Your Grace, those old men aren't worth the effort. I've heard people say that they're just silly old fools, who understand nothing and never say one word to each other – they're just like fish in the sea!’


  ‘Still, I'd like to have a look at them,’ said the bishop. ‘I'll pay you for your trouble, please take me there.’


  There was nothing the captain could do, orders were given and the sails trimmed. The helmsman changed course and the ship headed for the island. A chair was placed at the prow for the bishop so that he could sit there and watch. All the passengers gathered there and gazed at the island. Those with keener eyes could already see the rocks along the shore and they pointed out the mud hut. Finally, one of them could make out the three hermits. The captain fetched his telescope, took a look through it and handed it to the bishop. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘over there, just to the right of that large rock on the beach, you can see three men, standing hand in hand.’


  Pointing to where the captain had told him, he looked through it and – yes! – there were the three men, one very tall, the second shorter and the third very short and hunchbacked. They were holding hands.


  The captain turned to the bishop.


  ‘We can't get in any closer, Your Grace,’ he said. ‘If you wish to go ashore you'll have to take the dinghy while we stay anchored here.’ The cable was quickly let out, the anchor cast, the sails furled.


  The ship gave a violent lurch, swung round and hove to. The dinghy was lowered, the oarsmen leapt in and the bishop started descending the rope ladder. When he was down he took his seat. The oarsmen struck out and headed for the island. When they came within a stone's throw they saw the three old men standing there: the tall one, naked except for the matting around his waist; the middle one in a tattered coat; and the very old hunchback in his antiquated cassock. All three were standing hand in hand.


  The oarsmen came up on the beach and secured the dinghy with a boathook. The bishop got out.


  The hermits made obeisance and he blessed them, upon which they bowed even lower. Then the bishop started talking to them.


  ‘I've heard that you holy men are leading a devout life here, to save your souls, that you pray to the Lord for all humanity. But I am here by the grace of God, unworthy servant of Jesus Christ, summoned by Him to tend His flock. Accordingly, I felt I should pay a visit to you men of God and – if I am able – to give you instruction.’


  The hermits said nothing, but merely smiled and glanced at each other.


  ‘Now tell me, what do you do for the salvation of your souls and how do you serve God?’ asked the bishop.


  The second hermit smiled and looked at the eldest hermit. The tallest hermit frowned and he too looked at the very ancient one, who smiled again. ‘We do not know,’ he said, ‘how to serve God. We only know how to serve and feed ourselves, o servant of God!’


  ‘But what form do your prayers take?’ asked the bishop.


  And the eldest hermit replied: ‘This is how we pray: ye are three and we are three. Lord have mercy on us!’


  And the moment the ancient hermit said this all three raised their eyes to heaven and repeated in unison: ‘Ye are three and we are three, Lord have mercy on us!’


  The bishop smiled and said:


  ‘So, it appears you've heard of the Holy Trinity! But you are not praying correctly. Now, you have won my affection, you are men of God and I can see you wish to please the Lord but do not know how best to serve Him. That's not the right way to pray. Listen to me and I shall teach you. I shall not teach you after my own fashion, but as God commanded us all to do, according to His Holy Writ.’


  And the bishop began explaining to the hermits how God had revealed Himself to mankind; he explained to them about God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Ghost.


  ‘The Son of God came down from heaven to save mankind!’ he said, ‘and this is how He commanded us all to worship him. Now listen and repeat after me.’


  And the bishop began: ‘Our Father…’ and the first hermit said after him: ‘Our Father…’ and the second repeated ‘Our Father…’ and the third repeated ‘Our Father…’ And the bishop continued: ‘Which art in heaven…’ and the hermits repeated after him: ‘Which art in heaven…’ But the second hermit became muddled and said the words wrongly. And the tall, naked hermit could not enunciate the words properly as his beard had overgrown his mouth; and the third, toothless hermit mumbled something unintelligible.


  So the bishop repeated everything once again – and once again the old men repeated the words. And the bishop sat on a small rock and the hermits stood round him, watching his mouth and reciting the words over and over again as he uttered them. And all that day, until darkness fell, the bishop toiled away with them. Ten times, twenty times, a hundred times he repeated one word – and the hermits repeated it after him. When they made a mistake he corrected them and then made them repeat everything from the beginning.


  And he did not leave until the hermits had learnt the whole of the Lord's Prayer and were able to recite it both after him and by themselves. The second hermit was first to grasp it and to recite the entire prayer without any prompting. But the bishop still made him repeat it again and again, and the others recited the whole prayer as well.


  Twilight was falling and the moon was rising over the sea when the bishop finally got up to return to the ship. He took leave of the hermits and they prostrated themselves before him. He raised them and kissed each of them on the forehead, instructing them to pray as he had told them. Then he climbed into the dinghy and returned to the ship.


  And as the bishop was being rowed back he could hear the three voices loudly declaiming the Lord's Prayer. But as they drew nearer to the ship they could no longer hear the hermits' voices – only their figures were visible in the moonlight. There they were, standing on the shore exactly as he had left them – the smallest in the middle, the tallest on the right and the medium one on the left. The moment the bishop reached the ship he went up on deck. Anchor was weighed, the sails were hoisted and filled with wind, and the ship got under way and continued her voyage. Then the bishop went to sit down at the stern and he kept looking back at the island. For a while he could still see the three hermits, and then they disappeared. All that he could make out was the outline of the island – and then that too was lost to sight. There was only the sea all around, rippling in the moonlight.


  The pilgrims turned in and all was quiet on deck. But the bishop did not feel sleepy as he sat alone at the stern, gazing at the sea where the island had vanished and thinking of those fine old men. He recalled how delighted they had been to learn the Lord's Prayer and he thanked God for sending him to help those pious hermits and to teach them His word.


  And the bishop sat there thinking, gazing at the sea at the point where the island had vanished. And then something dazzled him: a brilliant light, now here, now there, came stealing over the waves. Suddenly he caught sight of a white, gleaming object in the bright path of the moon. Could it be a seagull, or the tiny white sail of a fishing boat? The bishop stared hard. ‘It must be a boat in full sail pursuing us,’ he thought. ‘It will catch up with us in no time at all. Just a few moments ago it was far, far away, but suddenly I can see it perfectly clearly. It can't be a boat, though – that doesn't look like a sail! But something's racing after us and gaining on us fast.’


  And the bishop could not make out what it was, whether boat, bird or fish. It was too big for a man. Anyway, how could there be a man right in the middle of the sea! The bishop rose to his feet and went over to the helmsman and told him:


  ‘Look at that – what is it?’


  And he kept asking: ‘What is it, my brother? What is it?’


  And then he could see for himself that it was the three hermits running over the waves, all white, their grey beards shining. They were gaining on the ship so fast it seemed to be standing still.


  The helmsman looked round and let go of the helm in terror.


  ‘Good God!’ he shouted. ‘Those hermits are chasing us over the water as if it were dry land!’


  When the passengers heard him they leapt up and they all rushed to the stern. Everyone could see the hermits running along, hand in hand, the two outer ones signalling for the ship to stop. All three were gliding over the water as on dry land – and without moving their feet.


  Before the ship could be brought to, the hermits drew level, came right up to the side, raised their heads and all three spoke as with one voice:


  ‘We've forgotten your teaching, o servant of God! As long as we kept repeating the prayer we remembered it, but when we stopped for an hour, a word slipped out and we forgot the rest and everything's crumbled away. We cannot remember any of it. Please teach us again!’


  The bishop crossed himself, leant over the side and said:


  ‘Men of God, your prayers too are pleasing to the Lord! It is not for me to teach you. Rather, pray for us sinners!’


  And the bishop bowed low before the three hermits and for a moment they stood still. Then they turned and went back across the sea. And until the dawn broke a radiant light came from where they had vanished.


  HOW MUCH LAND DOES A MAN NEED?


  1


  An elder sister came from the town to visit her younger sister in the country. This elder sister was married to a merchant and the younger to a peasant in the village. The two sisters sat down for a talk over a cup of tea and the elder started boasting about the superiority of town life, with all its comforts, the fine clothes her children wore, the exquisite food and drink, the skating, parties and visits to the theatre.


  The younger sister resented this and in turn scoffed at the life of a merchant's wife and sang the praises of her own life as a peasant.


  ‘I wouldn't care to change my life for yours,’ she said. ‘I admit mine is dull, but at least we have no worries. You live in grander style, but you must do a great deal of business or you'll be ruined. You know the proverb, “Loss is Gain's elder brother.” One day you are rich and the next you might find yourself out in the street. Here in the country we don't have those ups and downs. A peasant's life may be poor, but it's long. Although we may never be rich, we'll always have enough to eat.’


  Then the elder sister said her piece.


  ‘Enough to eat indeed with nothing but those filthy pigs and calves! What do you know about nice clothes and good manners! However hard your good husband slaves away you'll spend your lives in the muck and that's where you'll die. And the same goes for your children.’


  ‘Well, what of it?’ the younger sister retorted. ‘That's how it is here. But at least we know where we are. We don't have to crawl to anyone and we're afraid of no one. But you in the town are surrounded by temptations. All may be well one day, the next the Devil comes along and tempts your husband with cards, women and drink. And then you're ruined. It does happen, doesn't it?’


  Pakhom, the younger sister's husband, was lying over the stove listening to the women's chatter.


  ‘It's true what you say,’ he said. ‘Take me. Ever since I was a youngster I've been too busy tilling the soil to let that kind of nonsense enter my head. My only grievance is that I don't have enough land. Give me enough of that and I'd fear no one – not even the Devil himself!’


  The sisters finished their tea, talked a little longer about dresses, cleared away the tea things and went to bed.


  But the Devil had been sitting behind the stove and had heard everything. He was delighted that a peasant's wife had led her husband to boast that if he had enough land he would fear no one, not even the Devil. ‘Good!’ he thought. ‘I'll have a little game with you. I shall see that you have plenty of land and that way I'll get you in my clutches!’


  2


  Not far from the village lived a lady with a small estate of about three hundred acres. She had always been on good terms with the peasants and had never ill-treated them. But then she had taken on an old soldier to manage her estate and he proceeded to harass the peasants by constantly imposing fines. No matter how careful Pakhom was, one of his horses might stray into the lady's oats, or a cow might sometimes wander into her garden, or some calves might venture out on to her meadows. Every time this happened he would have to pay a fine.


  Pakhom would pay up and then he would go and swear at his family and beat them. All that summer Pakhom had to put up with a great deal from that manager, so he welcomed winter when it came and his cattle had to be kept in the shed: although he begrudged the fodder, at least he wouldn't have to worry about them straying.


  That winter word got round that the lady wanted to sell some of her land and that the innkeeper on the highway was trying to agree on a price with her. The peasants took this news very badly. ‘If that innkeeper gets his hands on that land he'll start slapping even more fines on us than that manager. But we can't survive without it, we all depend on it for our living.’


  So a few peasants, in the name of the village commune, begged the lady not to sell any of her land to the innkeeper and to let them buy it, offering her a better price. The lady agreed. Then the members of the commune thought of buying the whole estate. They met once, they met twice, but no progress was made: the Devil had set them at loggerheads and there was nothing they could agree upon. In the end they decided to buy the land in separate lots, each according to what he could afford. The lady agreed to this as well.


  One day Pakhom learnt that one of his neighbours was buying about fifty acres and that the lady had taken half-payment in cash, allowing the man one year to pay the balance. This made Pakhom very envious. ‘They'll buy up all the land,’ he thought, ‘and I'll be left with nothing.’ So he conferred with his wife.


  ‘Everyone's buying land,’ he said. ‘We must get hold of twenty acres, or thereabouts. If we don't we won't be able to live, what with that manager bleeding us white with fines.’


  So they racked their brains as to how they could buy some of the land. They had a hundred roubles saved up, so that by selling a foal and half their bees, by sending one of their sons out to work for someone who paid wages in advance and borrowing from a brother-in-law, they managed to scrape together half the money.


  Then Pakhom took the money, chose about thirty acres of partly wooded land and went off to the lady to see if he could strike a deal. He managed to get the thirty acres, they shook hands on it and Pakhom paid a deposit. Then they went into town and signed the deeds, Pakhom paying half cash down and pledging to settle the balance within two years.


  And so Pakhom now had land. He borrowed money for seeds and sowed the newly bought land; the harvest was excellent. Within a year he had repaid both the lady and his brother-in-law. Now he was a landowner, in the full sense of the word: he ploughed and sowed his own fields, reaped his own hay, cut his own timber and could pasture his cattle on his own land. Whenever he rode out to plough the land which was now his for ever, or to inspect his young corn and meadows, he was filled with joy. He felt that the grass that grew and the flowers that bloomed were different from any other grass and flowers. Before, when he had ridden over that land, it had seemed the same as any other. But now it was something quite special.
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  So Pakhom lived a landowner's life and he was happy. And in fact all would have been well had other peasants not trespassed on his cornfields and meadows. He spoke to them very politely, but they took no notice. Herdsmen let their cows stray on to his meadows, then horses wandered into his corn on their way home from night pasture. Again and again Pakhom drove them out without taking further action, but in the end he lost patience and complained to the District Court. He knew very well that the peasants weren't doing it deliberately but because they were short of land. But still he thought, ‘I can't let this go on. Before long they'll have destroyed all I have. I must teach them a lesson.’


  So he taught them a lesson in court, then another, making several of them pay fines. Pakhom's neighbours resented this and once again began to let their cattle stray on his land, this time on purpose. One night someone managed to get into Pakhom's wood and felled about ten young lime trees for their bark. Next day, when Pakhom was riding through his wood, he suddenly noticed something white on the ground. He went nearer and saw tree-trunks lying all around, stripped of their bark, with the stumps lying nearby. ‘If he'd only just cut one or two down, but that devil's left me with one tree standing and cleared the rest.’ Pakhom seethed with anger. ‘Oh, if I knew who did it I'd show him a thing or two!’ For a long time he racked his brains and finally concluded, ‘It must be Semyon, it can't be anyone else.’ So off he went to search Semyon's place, but he found nothing and all the two men did was swear at each other. Pakhom was more convinced than ever that it was Semyon's work and he lodged a complaint. The magistrates sat for ages debating the case and finally acquitted Semyon for lack of evidence. This incensed Pakhom even more and he had a stormy session with the village elder and the magistrates.


  ‘You are hand in glove with thieves,’ he protested. ‘If you were honest men you wouldn't let a thief like him off the hook.’


  As a result Pakhom fell out with the magistrates as well as his neighbours, who threatened to burn his cottage down.


  And so, although Pakhom had plenty of legroom now, he felt that the commune was hemming him in.


  Around that time rumours were in the air that many peasants were leaving to settle in new parts of the country. Pakhom thought, ‘I don't really need to go away, what with all that land of mine. But if some of the villagers were to go there'd be more room for others. I could buy their land and make my estate bigger. Life would be easier then, but as things are, it's still too cramped here for my liking.’


  One day a peasant who was passing through stopped at Pakhom's cottage. They let him stay the night and gave him food. Pakhom asked where he was from and the man replied that he had come from the south, from the other side of the Volga, where he had been working. Then he told how people from his own village had settled there, joined the commune and had been allotted twenty-five acres each. ‘The land is so fertile,’ he said, ‘that rye grows as high as a horse and it's so thick you can make a whole sheaf from only five handfuls! One peasant arrived with a copeck and only his bare hands to work with and now he has six horses and two cows.’


  Pakhom was terribly excited by this news. ‘Why should I have to scrape a living cooped up here,’ he thought, ‘when I could be leading a good life somewhere else? I could sell the land and cottage and with the money I'd be able to build myself a house there and start a whole new farm. But here there's no room to breathe and I get nothing but aggravation. I must go and find out what it's like for myself.’


  When summer came he was ready and he set off. He went down the Volga to Samara1 by steamboat, then walked the remaining three hundred miles to the new settlement, which was just as the visitor had described. All the men had plenty of space, each having been allotted twenty-five acres without charge and welcomed into the commune. Anyone who had the money could also buy as much of the finest freehold land as he wanted, at three roubles an acre – there was no limit!


  Towards autumn, after finding out all he needed to know, Pakhom went home and started selling up. He sold the land at a profit, his home and all his cattle, resigned from the commune and waited until the spring, when he left with his family for the new settlement.
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  When he arrived with his family Pakhom managed to get himself on the register of a large village commune, having duly moistened the elders' throats. All was signed and sealed and Pakhom was granted a hundred acres (twenty for each member of his family, in different fields), besides the use of the communal pasture. Then he put up some buildings and stocked his farm with cattle. The allotted land alone was three times as much as at home and it was perfect for growing corn. He was ten times better off here, for he had plenty of arable land and pasturage, and he was able to keep as many cattle as he wanted. At first, while he was busy building and stocking up, everything seemed wonderful. But no sooner had he settled down to his new life than he began to feel cramped even here. During the first year he had sowed wheat on the allotted land and the crop had been excellent. But when he wanted to sow more wheat he found he needed more land: the other land he had been allotted was not suitable for wheat. In the south wheat is sown only on grass or on fallow land. They sow it for one or two years and then leave it fallow until the land is overgrown with feather-grass again. This type of land was in great demand and there wasn't enough to go round, so that people quarrelled over it. The richer ones sowed their own, while the poorer ones had to mortgage theirs to merchants to pay their taxes. Pakhom wanted to sow more wheat, so the following year he rented some fields from a dealer for one year. He sowed a great deal of wheat and had a good crop. But the fields were a long way from the village and the wheat had to be carted more than ten miles. Then Pakhom noticed that some peasant farmers with large homesteads in the neighbourhood were becoming very wealthy. ‘What if I bought some freehold land and built myself a homestead like theirs?’ he wondered. ‘Then everything would be within easy reach.’ And he tried to think how he could buy some.


  Pakhom farmed the same way for three years, renting land and sowing wheat. They were good years, the crops were good and he was able to save some money. But Pakhom grew tired of having to rent land, year after year, of having to waste his time scrambling after it. Whenever good land came up for sale the peasants would immediately fall over themselves to buy it and it would all be gone before he could do anything: he was never quick enough and so he had no land for sowing his wheat. So in the third year he went halves with a merchant in buying a plot of pasture land outright from some peasants. They had already ploughed it when someone sued the peasants over it and as a result all their work was wasted. ‘If it had been my land,’ Pakhom thought, ‘I wouldn't have been under an obligation to anyone and I wouldn't have got into that mess.’


  So Pakhom tried to discover where to buy some freehold land. He came across a peasant who, having purchased some thirteen hundred acres, had then gone bankrupt and was selling the land off very cheaply. Pakhom bargained with him. After much haggling they finally agreed upon fifteen hundred roubles, half cash down, half to be paid at a later date. The deal was all but signed and sealed when a passing merchant called at Pakhom's to have his horses fed. They drank tea together and got into conversation. The merchant said that he was on his way back from the far-off land of the Bashkirs,2 where he had bought some thirteen thousand acres for a mere thousand roubles. When Pakhom questioned him further the merchant told him, ‘All I had to do was give the old men there a few presents a hundred roubles’ worth of silk robes and carpets, a chest of tea, and vodka for anyone who wanted it. I managed to get the land for twenty copecks an acre.’ He showed Pakhom the title deeds. ‘The land is near a river and it's all beautiful grassy steppe.’


  Pakhom continued to ply him with questions.


  ‘There's so much land that you couldn't walk round it all in a year. It all belongs to the Bashkirs. Yes, the people there are as stupid as sheep and you can get land off them for practically nothing.’


  ‘Well,’ Pakhom thought, ‘why should I pay a thousand roubles for thirteen hundred acres and saddle myself with debt? To think what I could buy with the same money down there!’
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  Pakhom asked him how to get there and as soon as he had said goodbye to the merchant he prepared to leave. He left his wife behind and set off, taking a workman with him. First they stopped off in town and bought a chest of tea, vodka and other presents, just as the old merchant had advised. Then they travelled for miles and miles until, on the seventh day, they reached the Bashkir settlement. Everything was as the merchant had described: the people lived on the steppe, near a river, in tents of thick felt. They neither ploughed the soil nor ate bread, and their cattle and horses wandered in herds over the steppe. The foals were tethered behind the tents and the mares brought over to them twice a day. These mares were milked and from the milk kumiss3 was made. The women also made cheese from the kumiss and all the men seemed concerned with was drinking kumiss and tea, eating mutton and playing their pipes. All of them were cheerful and well-fed, and they spent the whole summer idling about. The Bashkirs were very ignorant, knew no Russian, but were kindly people.


  The moment they spotted Pakhom, the Bashkirs streamed out of their tents and surrounded their visitor. An interpreter was found and Pakhom told him that he had come about some land. The Bashkirs were delighted and took Pakhom off to one of the finest tents, where they made him sit on some rugs piled with cushions, while they formed a circle and offered him tea and kumiss. Then they slaughtered a sheep and fed him with mutton. Pakhom fetched the presents from his cart, handed them round and shared the tea out. The Bashkirs were delighted. For a while they talked away amongst themselves and then told the interpreter to translate.


  ‘They want me to tell you,’ the interpreter said, ‘that they've taken a great liking to you and that it's our custom to do all we can to please a guest and repay him for his gifts. You have given us presents, so please tell us if there is anything of ours that you would like so we can show our gratitude.’


  ‘What I like most of all here,’ Pakhom replied, ‘is your land. Back home there isn't enough to go round and, what's more, the soil is exhausted. But here you have plenty and it looks very good. I've never seen soil like it.’


  The interpreter translated and then the Bashkirs went into a lengthy conference. Although Pakhom did not understand, he could see how cheerful they were, laughing and shouting. Then they all became quiet, glanced at Pakhom and the interpreter continued, ‘I'm to tell you that they would be only too pleased to let you have as much land as you like in return for your kindness. All you have to do is point it out and it will be yours.’


  Then they conferred again and started arguing about something. Pakhom asked what it was and the interpreter told him, ‘Some of them are saying they should first consult the elder about the land. They can't do anything without his permission, but some of the others say it's not necessary.’
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  While the Bashkirs were arguing, a man in a fox-fur cap suddenly came into the tent, whereupon they all became quiet and stood up.


  ‘It's the elder,’ the interpreter explained.


  Pakhom immediately fetched his best robe and presented it with five pounds of tea to the elder, who accepted the gifts and then sat in the place of honour. The Bashkirs immediately started telling him something. After listening for a while the elder motioned with his head for them to be quiet and then spoke to Pakhom in Russian.


  ‘Well now,’ he said. ‘It's all right. Choose whatever land you like, there's plenty of it.’


  ‘How can I just go and take whatever I like?’ Pakhom wondered. ‘I must have it all signed and sealed somehow. Now they tell me it's mine, but who knows, they might change their minds?’ So he told them, ‘Thank you for your kind words. Yes, you do have a great deal of land, but I need only a little. However, I would like to be sure which will be mine, so couldn't it be measured and made over to me by some sort of contract? Our lives are in God's hands and although you good people are willing to give me the land now, it's possible your children might want it back again.’


  ‘What you say is true,’ said the elder. ‘We can have a contract drawn up.’


  Pakhom said, ‘I've heard that you made some land over to a merchant not long ago, together with the title deeds. I would like you to do the same with me.’


  The elder understood. ‘That's no problem,’ he said. ‘We have a clerk here and we can ride into town and have the documents properly witnessed and signed.’


  ‘But what about the price?’ Pakhom asked.


  ‘We have a set price – a thousand roubles a day.’


  Pakhom did not understand.


  ‘What kind of rate is that – a day? How many acres would that be?’


  ‘We don't reckon your way. We sell by the day. However much you can walk round in one day will be yours. And the price is a thousand roubles a day.’


  Pakhom was amazed. ‘Well, a man can walk round a lot of land in one day,’ he said.


  The elder burst out laughing. ‘Well, all of it will be yours,’ he replied. ‘But there's one condition: if you don't return to your starting point the same day, your money will be forfeited.’


  ‘But how can I mark where I've been?’


  ‘We'll all go to whatever place you select and wait until you've completed your circuit. You must take a spade, dig a hole at every turning and leave the turf piled up. Afterwards, we will go from hole to hole with a plough. You may make as large a circuit as you like, only you must be back at your starting point by sunset. All the land you can walk round will be yours.’


  Pakhom was absolutely delighted. An early start was decided on and after talking for a while they drank kumiss, ate some mutton and then had tea. This went on until nightfall. Then the Bashkirs made up a feather bed for Pakhom and left. They promised to be ready to ride out to the chosen spot before sunrise.
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  Pakhom lay down on the feather bed, but the thought of all that land kept him awake. ‘Tomorrow,’ he thought, ‘I shall mark out a really large stretch. In one day I can easily walk thirty-five miles. The days are long now – just think how much land I'll have from walking that distance! I'll sell the poorer bits, or let it to the peasants. I'll take the best for myself and farm it. I'll have two ox-ploughs and hire a couple of labourers to work them. Yes, I'll cultivate about a hundred and fifty acres and let the cattle graze the rest.’


  Pakhom did not sleep a wink that night and dozed off only just before dawn. The moment he fell asleep he had a dream: he seemed to be lying in the same tent and could hear someone roaring with laughter outside. Wondering who was laughing like that he got up, went out and saw that same Bashkir elder sitting there, holding his sides and rolling about in fits of laughter. He went closer and asked, ‘What are you laughing at?’ And then he saw that it wasn't the elder at all, but the merchant who had called on him a few days before and told him about the land. And just as Pakhom asked him, ‘Have you been here long?’ the merchant turned into the peasant who had come up from the Volga and visited him at home. And then Pakhom saw that it wasn't the peasant, but the Devil himself, with horns and hoofs, sitting there laughing his head off, while before him lay a barefoot man wearing only shirt and trousers. When Pakhom took a closer look he saw that the man was dead and that it was himself. Pakhom woke up in a cold sweat. ‘The things one dreams about!’ he thought. Then he looked round and saw that it was getting light at the open door – dawn was breaking. ‘I must go and wake them,’ he thought, ‘it's time to start.’ So Pakhom got up, roused the workman, who was sleeping in the cart, ordered him to harness the horse and went off to wake the Bashkirs. ‘It's time to go out on the steppe and measure the land,’ he said. The Bashkirs got up, assembled, and then the elder came and joined them. They drank some more kumiss and offered Pakhom tea, but he was impatient to be off. ‘If we're going,’ he said, ‘let's go. It's time.’
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  So the Bashkirs got ready and left, some on horses, others in carts. Pakhom went to his little cart with his workman, taking a spade with him. They came out on to the open steppe just as the sun was rising. They climbed a small hill (called a ‘shikhan’ in Bashkir). Then the Bashkirs got out of their carts, dismounted from their horses and gathered in one place. The elder went over to Pakhom and pointed.


  ‘Look,’ he said, ‘that's all ours, as far as the eye can see. Choose any part you like.’


  Pakhom's eyes lit up, for the land was all virgin soil, flat as the palm of one's hand, black as poppy-seed, with different kinds of grass growing breast high in the hollows.


  The elder took off his fox-fur cap and put it on the ground.


  ‘Let this be the marker: this is the starting point to which you must return. All the land you can walk round will be yours.’


  Pakhom took out his money, placed it on the cap, took off his outer coat, so that he was wearing only a sleeveless undercoat, tightened his belt below the waist and stuffed a small bag of bread inside his shirt. Then he tied a flask of water to the belt, pulled up his boots, took the spade from his workman and was ready to leave. He could not decide which direction to take at first as the land was so good everywhere. Then he decided, ‘It's all good land, so I'll walk towards the sunrise.’ He turned to the east, stretching himself as he waited for the sun to appear above the horizon. ‘There's no point in wasting time,’ he thought. ‘And it's easier walking while it's still cool.’ The moment the sun's rays came flooding over the horizon Pakhom put the spade on one shoulder and walked out on to the steppe.


  Pakhom walked neither quickly nor slowly. When he had gone about three-quarters of a mile he stopped, dug a hole and piled the pieces of turf high on top of each other so that they were easily visible. The stiffness had now gone from his legs and he lengthened his stride. A little further on he stopped again and dug another hole.


  When Pakhom looked back he could see quite clearly the small hill in the sunlight with all the people standing on it, and the gleaming tyres of the cart wheels. Pakhom guessed that he had covered about three miles. He was beginning to feel warmer, so he took off his undercoat, flung it over his shoulder and walked another three miles. It was hot, and a look at the sun reminded him it was time for breakfast.


  ‘Well, that's the first stretch completed!’ he thought. ‘But there are four to a day and it's too early to start turning. I must take these boots off, though.’


  So he sat down, took off his boots, stuck them behind his belt and moved on. The going was easy now and he thought, ‘I'll do another three miles and then turn left. The land's so beautiful here, it would be a pity to miss out on any of it. The further I go, the better the land gets.’ So for a while he carried straight on and when he looked back the hill was barely visible and the people on it looked like black ants; he could just glimpse something that glinted in the sun.


  ‘Well,’ thought Pakhom, ‘I've walked enough in this direction, I should be turning now. Besides, I'm stewing in this heat and terribly thirsty.’ So he stopped, dug a large hole, piled up the turf, untied his flask, drank and then turned sharp left. On and on he walked – the grass was higher here and it was very hot.


  Pakhom began to feel tired. He glanced at the sun and saw that it was noon. ‘Well,’ he thought, ‘I must have a little rest.’ So he stopped, sat down and had some bread and water. He did not stretch out, though, thinking, ‘Once I lie down I'll fall asleep.’ After a few minutes he carried on. At first it was easy – the food had given him strength. But by now it was extremely hot and he began to feel sleepy. Still, he kept going and thought of the proverb, ‘A moment's pain can be a lifetime's gain.’


  He had walked a long way in the same direction and was just about to turn left when he spotted a lush hollow and decided it would be a pity to lose it. ‘What a good place for growing flax!’ he thought. So he carried straight on until he had walked right round the low-lying meadows, dug a hole the other side, and then he turned the second corner. Pakhom looked back at the hill: it was shimmering in the heat and through the haze it was difficult to see all the people there – they were at least ten miles away. ‘Well,’ thought Pakhom, ‘I've made those sides too long, this one has to be shorter.’ So he started the third side, quickening his step. He looked at the sun and saw that it was already halfway to the horizon, but he had completed only about one mile of the third side. The starting point was still ten miles away. ‘No,’ he thought, ‘although it will make the land a bit lopsided I must take the shortest way back. It's no good trying to grab too much, I've quite enough already!’


  Pakhom hastily dug another hole and headed straight for the hill.


  9


  On the way back Pakhom found the going tough. The heat had exhausted him, his bare feet were cut and bruised and his legs were giving way. He wanted to rest, but this was out of the question – he would never get back by sunset. The sun waits for no man and was sinking lower and lower. ‘Oh,’ he wondered, ‘have I blundered, trying to take too much? What if I'm not back in time?’ He looked towards the hill, then at the sun. The hill was far off, the sun was close to the horizon.


  But Pakhom struggled on. Although it was very hard, he walked faster and faster. On and on he went – but there was still a long way to go. He started running and threw away his coat, boots, flask, cap, keeping only the spade which he used for leaning on. ‘Oh dear,’ he thought, ‘I've been too greedy. Now I've ruined it. I'll never get back by sunset.’ His fear made him only more breathless. On he ran, his shirt soaking and his trousers clinging to him; his throat was parched. His lungs were working like a blacksmith's bellows, his heart beat like a hammer and his legs did not seem to be his – he felt that they were breaking… Pakhom was terrified and thought, ‘All this strain will be the death of me.’


  Although he feared death, he could not stop. ‘If I stopped now, after coming all this way – well, they'd call me an idiot!’ So on he ran until he was close enough to hear the Bashkirs yelling and cheering him on. Their shouts spurred him on all the more, so he summoned his last ounce of strength and kept running. But by now the sun was almost touching the horizon: veiled in mist, it was large and blood-red. It was about to set, but although it did not have very far to sink it was no distance to the starting point either. Pakhom could see the people on the hill now, waving their arms and urging him on. He could see the fox-fur cap on the ground with the money on it; he could see the elder sitting there with his arms pressed to his sides. And Pakhom remembered his dream. ‘I've plenty of land now, but will God let me live to enjoy it? No, I'm finished… I'll never make it.’


  Pakhom looked at the sun – it had reached the earth now: half of its great disc had dipped below the horizon. With all the strength he had left Pakhom lurched forwards with his full weight, hardly able to move his legs quickly enough to stop himself falling. He reached the hill – and everything suddenly became dark. He looked round and saw that the sun had set. Pakhom groaned. ‘All that effort has been in vain,’ he thought. He wanted to stop, when he heard the Bashkirs still cheering him on and he realized that from where he was at the bottom of the hill the sun had apparently set, but not for those on top. Pakhom took a deep breath and rushed up the hill which was still bathed in sunlight. When he reached the top he saw his cap with the elder sitting by it, holding his sides and laughing his head off. Then he remembered the dream and he groaned. His legs gave way, he fell forward and managed to reach the cap with his hands.


  ‘Oh, well done!’ exclaimed the elder. ‘That's a lot of land you've earned yourself!’


  Pakhom's workman ran up and tried to lift his master, but the blood flowed from his mouth. Pakhom was dead.


  The Bashkirs clicked their tongues sympathetically.


  Pakhom's workman picked up the spade, dug a grave for his master – six feet from head to heel,4 which was exactly the right length – and buried him.


  MASTER AND MAN


  
    1


    It happened in the 1870s on the day after the December feast of St Nicholas.1 This was a festival day in the parish and for Vasily Andreich Brekhunov, the proprietor of the local inn and a merchant of the Second Guild,2 it was impossible to get away: he had to be at church – he was a churchwarden – and then there were relations and friends to be received and entertained at home. But finally the last guest departed, and Vasily Andreich made ready to leave at once in order to call on a neighbouring landowner about the purchase of a coppice he had long been negotiating for. Vasily Andreich was in a hurry to get there so as not to be forestalled in this advantageous deal by any of the town merchants. The young landowner was asking ten thousand for the coppice only because Vasily Andreich offered seven thousand. And seven thousand, after all, was only a third of its actual value. Vasily Andreich might have got an even better deal, since the wood was in his own district and there was a longstanding arrangement between him and the village-based merchants of the locality that no merchant would make a higher bid in another's district, but Vasily Andreich had discovered that timber merchants from the provincial capital were planning to come and bid for the coppice at Goryachkino, so he decided to go at once and settle the deal with the landowner. Consequently, as soon as the festivities were over he took from his chest seven hundred roubles of his own money and added two thousand three hundred roubles of the church money held by him to make it up to three thousand. He carefully counted the money, put it in his wallet and made ready to leave.


    Nikita, the only one of Vasily Andreich's men who was not drunk that day, ran off to harness the horse. Nikita was not drunk that day because he was a heavy drinker and after the final fling he had before the fast, when he sold his coat and leather boots to buy liquor, he had sworn to give it up. He had not drunk for over a month and refrained even now, despite the temptation of seeing vodka being consumed on every hand these first two days of the festival.


    Nikita was a peasant of fifty from a nearby village. He was no manager, as people said, and most of his life he had not lived at home but in other people's service. He was generally esteemed for his industry, skill and strength as a worker, but above all for his good-natured, pleasant character; however, he never settled down anywhere because twice a year, and sometimes more often, he had a heavy bout of drinking and then he not only drank every last thing he possessed, but also got disorderly and quarrelsome. Vasily Andreich himself had sacked him several times, but took him back again because he was honest, fond of animals and, above all, cheap. Vasily Andreich did not pay Nikita the eighty roubles a workman such as he was worth, but about forty, which he paid without any proper reckoning a bit at a time, and then for the most part not in money but in goods from his shop charged at a high price.


    Nikita's wife Marfa, once a lusty good-looking woman, kept things going with their lad and a couple of girls. She did not ask Nikita to live at home – first because for twenty years or so she had been living with a cooper, a peasant from another village who lodged with them, and secondly because, although she could rule Nikita when he was sober, she was scared to death of him when he had been drinking. Once he had got drunk at home and probably in order to pay his wife back for all his meekness while sober he had broken open her clothes chest, taken out all her best finery and with an axe had chopped all her sarafans and dresses into shreds on the chopping block. All Nikita's wages were given to his wife, and Nikita made no objection. It had been the same now: two days before the festival Marfa had gone to Vasily Andreich and got from him white flour, tea, sugar and a gill of vodka, which came to two or three roubles; she also took five roubles in cash and thanked him as if he was doing some special favour, while in fact even by the lowest reckoning Vasily Andreich owed Nikita something like twenty roubles.


    ‘We don't have any fixed agreement, do we?’ Vasily Andreich would say to Nikita. ‘You take what you need and work it off later. I'm not like other people who would make you wait and reckon it all up and make deductions. With us it's all fair and square: you work for me and I see you are looked after.’


    In saying this Vasily Andreich honestly believed that he was benefiting Nikita: such was the conviction he could put into his words and such was the support given by Nikita and everyone else dependent on his money to his belief that he was not cheating, but benefiting, them.


    ‘Yes, I know, Vasily Andreich. I'd say I work and do my best for you as I would for my own father. I know it very well,’ answered Nikita, very well knowing that Vasily Andreich was cheating him, but also feeling there was no point in trying to sort out with him what he was owed: as long as he had no other job he had to live and must take what he was given.


    Now, on receiving his master's order to harness up, Nikita, cheery and willing as ever, went to the outhouse with his light, brisk, waddling step, took from its nail the heavy tasselled leather bridle and, jingling the bit-rings, went to the closed shed where the horse he had to harness was kept on its own.


    ‘Lonesome are you, you silly old thing?’ said Nikita in reply to the faint whinny of welcome given him by the lone horse in the shed – a well-made dappled dark-bay stallion of middling height and rather low in the rump. ‘There, there, there's plenty of time for that. Let's get you watered first,’ said Nikita, talking to the horse as if he could understand just what he was saying. With the flap of his coat he flicked over the stallion's sleek, grooved back which was chafed and covered with dust and put the bridle over his fine young head, straightened his ears and forelock and after taking off the halter led him off to be watered.


    Carefully picking his way out of the shed, which was deep in manure, Dapple played up and lashed out a hind leg, making as if to kick Nikita who was trotting by his side to the well.


    ‘Now then, now then, you rascal!’ said Nikita, knowing well how careful Dapple was to kick out his leg just far enough to touch his greasy sheepskin jerkin but not actually hit him. Nikita particularly enjoyed this trick of the horse's.


    Dapple drank his fill of the chill water and gave a sigh, shuddering his thick, wet, hairy lips from which drops of clear water dripped into the trough; he was suddenly still, as if sunk in thought, then all at once gave a loud snort.


    ‘All right, don't if you don't want to. We'll know where we are then, only don't you go asking for more,’ said Nikita, in all seriousness explaining his actions to Dapple; he then ran back to the outhouse tugging the spirited young horse by the rein as it kicked with its hind legs, filling the yard with the clatter of hoofs.


    None of the other hired men were about. There was only the cook's husband, who did not work for Vasily Andreich and was only there because of the holiday.


    ‘Be a good chap and go and ask what sledge he wants harnessed,’ Nikita said to him. ‘Is it the big one or the little one?’


    The cook's husband went off into the high-standing, metal-roofed house and was soon back to say that it was the small sledge that was ordered. Nikita had meanwhile put on the horse's collar and strapped on the studded saddle; carrying the light painted shaft-bow in one hand and leading the horse with the other he went to the two sledges which stood in the outhouse.


    ‘Right then, the little one it is,’ he said. He then led the intelligent horse – which all the time made out to be trying to bite him – between the shafts and with the help of the cook's husband began putting on the harness.


    When everything was about ready and it only remained to fix the reins Nikita sent the cook's husband to get some straw from the shed and a piece of sacking from the barn.


    ‘There we are then. Now, now, don't you stick out!’ said Nikita, pressing well down into the sledge the newly threshed oat-straw brought by the cook's husband. ‘Now we'll lay this bit of canvas on the bottom and the sacking can go on top. Like so and like so, and there's a nice comfortable seat,’ he said, suiting the action to the word and tucking the sacking down over the straw right round the seat.


    ‘There's a good fellow, many thanks,’ said Nikita to the cook's husband. ‘Many hands make light work.’ Then, after sorting out the leather reins which had a ring at the joined end, Nikita perched himself on the driver's seat, touched the good horse, which was impatient to be off, and they crossed the frozen midden of the yard to the gate.


    ‘Uncle Nikita, uncle, uncle!’ cried a shrill voice after him. A boy of seven wearing a black sheepskin coat, new white felt boots and a warm cap came running out from the porch into the yard. ‘Let me have a ride,’ he begged, buttoning his coat as he ran along.


    ‘Come on then, run, sweetheart,’ said Nikita and stopped to let the boy get on – it was his master's son, a pale, thin little fellow who was now beaming with joy. He then drove out on to the road.


    It was after two o'clock. It was freezing – about minus 10 – and it was dull and windy. Half the sky was covered with low dark cloud. It was quite still in the yard, but out in the street you noticed the wind more: snow was blowing from the roof of the shed next door and there was a swirl of spiralling snow at the corner by the bath-house. No sooner had Nikita driven out of the gate and headed the horse towards the front steps, than Vasily Andreich, wearing a long cloth-covered sheepskin coat tightly belted with a sash low on his waist and with a cigarette in his mouth, stepped from the porch on to the tall steps which were covered with trodden snow and which creaked beneath his leather-cased felt boots. He stopped, took a last draw at his cigarette, threw down the stub and trod on it; then breathing the smoke out through his moustache and giving a sidelong glance at the horse as it came through the gate, he began tucking down the points of his fur-lined collar on either side of his ruddy face – clean-shaven but for the moustache – to prevent the fur catching the moisture from his breath.


    ‘So you're there already, you scamp, are you,’ he said, seeing his son in the sledge. Roused by the vodka he had drunk with his guests, Vasily Andreich was feeling more than usually pleased with all that he possessed and all that he did. Seeing his son, ‘the son and heir’ as he always called him in his mind, gave him now a great deal of pleasure; he looked at him, screwing up his eyes and showing his long teeth as he smiled.


    Vasily Andreich's wife, a pale, thin woman who was expecting a baby, stood behind him in the porch waiting to see him off, her head and shoulders swathed in a woollen shawl through which only her eyes were visible.


    ‘Honestly, you ought to take Nikita,’ she said, coming diffidently out of the doorway.


    Vasily Andreich did not answer, but what she said was evidently disagreeable to him for he frowned angrily and spat.


    ‘You've got all that money with you,’ his wife went on in the same plaintive voice. ‘And what if there's a storm? You really ought to take him.’


    ‘The way you keep on you'd think I needed a guide to show me the road,’ said Vasily Andreich in the unnatural tight-lipped manner he customarily adopted when discussing a business deal, enunciating each syllable with the utmost precision.


    ‘No, really, you ought to take him. Do as I ask for the Lord's sake,’ repeated his wife, tucking her shawl the other way.


    ‘The way you keep on! What's the point of taking him?’


    ‘I'm ready if you like, Vasily Andreich,’ said Nikita cheerfully. ‘Only if I go somebody will have to feed the horses,’ he added, speaking to the mistress.


    ‘I'll see about it, Nikita. I'll get Semen to do it,’ she said.


    ‘Shall I come then, Vasily Andreich?’ asked Nikita, waiting.


    ‘I suppose we'd better humour the old woman. But if you're going to come, go and put on a warmer coat,’ said Vasily Andreich smiling again and giving a wink at Nikita's superannuated, greasy sheepskin jacket which was falling apart, with tears under the arms and down the back and a tattered fringe around the skirt.


    ‘Here, old chap. Come and hold the horse a minute,’ Nikita called to the cook's husband in the yard.


    ‘No, let me, let me,’ piped the boy, taking his chilled red little hands from his pockets and grabbing the cold leather reins.


    ‘Only don't go fussing too much with that coat of yours. Be quick about it!’ Vasily Andreich shouted, grinning at Nikita.


    ‘I'll be back in a jiffy, master,’ said Nikita, and trotting pigeon-toed in his felt boots with patched soles he ran back to the yard and into the hired men's quarters.


    ‘Arina, quick, let's have my long coat off the stove. I'm going with the master,’ said Nikita, running into the hut and taking down his sash from the nail.


    The cleaning woman who had had a nap after dinner and was just putting on the samovar for her husband greeted Nikita cheerily and, infected by his haste, she too bustled herself and took down the threadbare cloth caftan, worn through in places, which was drying on the stove. She hurriedly began shaking it to remove the creases.


    ‘You can have a nice time with your husband now and no one to bother you,’ Nikita said to the cook, it being for him a matter of good-natured politeness to say something if ever he found himself alone with anybody.


    He put the narrow tangled sash round his waist, drew in his stomach, which was lean enough anyway, and pulled the sash in as tight as he could over his sheepskin jacket.


    ‘There we are then,’ he said when he had done this, addressing now not the cook but the sash as he tucked its ends into his belt. ‘You won't come undone now.’ Then raising and lowering his shoulders to give freedom to his arms, he put on his long coat, flexed his back again to make room for his arms, gave a tuck under each armpit and took his gauntlets off the shelf.


    ‘Right, that's fine,’ he said.


    ‘Nikita, you should put something else on your feet,’ the cook said. ‘Those boots are no good.’


    Nikita stopped as if reminded of something.


    ‘Yes, I should… But no, this will do. It's not far.’


    And he ran off into the yard.


    ‘Won't you be cold, Nikita?’ asked the mistress when he reached the sledge.


    ‘Cold? No. I'll be nice and warm,’ answered Nikita, arranging the straw at the front of the sledge to cover his feet and tucking his whip – not needed for the willing horse – beneath the straw.


    Vasily Andreich was already seated, his back with its covering of two fur coats practically filling the whole of the curved rear of the sledge. He immediately took the reins and started the horse. As the sledge moved Nikita perched himself on the left at the front, with one leg hanging over the side.
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    The willing stallion got the sledge going with a gentle screech of the runners and moved off at a brisk pace over the packed snow of the frosty village street.


    ‘What are you tagging on for? Let's have the whip, Nikita!’ cried Vasily Andreich, evidently delighted with his son and heir who was attempting to perch himself on the back of the runners. ‘I'll give it to you! Off you run to your mother, you rapscallion!’


    The boy jumped off. Dapple quickened his ambling pace and with a snort moved into a trot. Kresty, where Vasily Andreich's house was, consisted of six houses. They were no sooner past the blacksmith's house at the end of the row than it was at once apparent that the wind was much stronger than they had thought. Already the road was hardly visible. The sledge tracks were immediately covered over and you could only tell where the road was because it was higher than the rest. Snow whipped up from the fields on either side and there was no telling where earth and sky began and ended. Telyatino wood which you could always see clearly was just a dark shape vaguely discernible now and then through the clouds of powdery snow. The wind came from the left, driving Dapple's mane persistently to the right of his steep plump neck and blowing sideways his full tail which was tied in a simple knot.


    Nikita was sitting on the windward side and his long collar was pressed flat against his face and nose.


    ‘He can't really get going. Too much snow,’ said Vasily Andreich, taking pride in his good horse. ‘I went to Pashutino with him once and he did it in half an hour.’


    ‘You what?’ asked Nikita, not catching what he said because of his collar.


    ‘I said I once got to Pashutino in half an hour,’ shouted Vasily Andreich.


    ‘Not surprising. He's a good horse,’ said Nikita.


    They were silent for a while. Vasily Andreich felt like talking.


    ‘I suppose you've told your missus not to give liquor to the cooper?’ he asked in the same loud voice. Vasily Andreich was so convinced that Nikita must be flattered to converse with an important, intelligent man like him and so pleased was he with his banter that it never occurred to him that Nikita might find the subject disagreeable.


    Again Nikita failed to catch his master's words which were borne away on the wind.


    In his loud, distinct voice Vasily Andreich repeated his joking remark about the cooper.


    ‘They can go their own way, Vasily Andreich. I don't go into their affairs. As long as she doesn't harm the boy, she can do what she likes.’


    ‘Quite right,’ said Vasily Andreich. ‘Well then, are you going to buy a horse come the spring?’ he asked, changing the subject.


    ‘I'll have to,’ Nikita answered, turning down the collar of his caftan and leaning over towards his master.


    Now Nikita was interested in the conversation and did not want to miss anything.


    ‘The boy's grown up now and must plough for himself. We've always hired help otherwise.’


    ‘Why don't you have my docked horse? I wouldn't ask much!’ cried Vasily Andreich, who because of his excited state had now got round to his favourite, all-absorbing interest – making money.


    ‘If you'll let me have fifteen roubles or so, I'll get one at the fair,’ said Nikita, knowing that a good price for the docked horse Vasily Andreich wanted to pass off on him was seven or eight roubles and that, if he took the horse, Vasily Andreich would reckon it worth twenty-five roubles and then not pay him a penny for six months.


    ‘It's a good horse. I'd as soon see you benefit as I would myself. Brekhunov will never do you down, that's the truth. I don't mind if I lose on it, not like other people. Honestly,’ he shouted in the tone of voice he always used when talking round clients. ‘It's a right good horse!’


    ‘True enough,’ said Nikita with a sigh, and convinced that there was nothing more worth hearing he let go of his collar, which at once flew up over his ear and face.


    For some half an hour they travelled in silence. The wind blew through into Nikita's side and arm where his sheepskin coat was torn.


    He huddled himself up and blew into his collar which covered his mouth. He was not cold all over.


    ‘What do you think – shall we go through Karamyshevo or take the straight road?’ asked Vasily Andreich.


    The road through Karamyshevo was a faster one staked out with a good line of posts on each side, but it was further. The direct way was shorter, but the road was little used and where it was marked at all the posts were poor and likely to be covered over with snow.


    Nikita thought for a while.


    ‘It's a bit further through Karamyshevo, but it's a better road.’


    ‘But the straight way… if we can keep to the road through the gully there is a good stretch after that through the wood,’ said Vasily Andreich, who was keen to take the shorter road.


    ‘Please yourself,’ said Nikita, and again released the flap of his collar.


    Vasily Andreich did so, and half a mile further on, where the tall branch of an oak tree with a few dry, still unfallen leaves swung in the wind, he turned off to the left.


    On turning, they had the wind almost head-on. Light snow began to fall. Vasily Andreich drove, puffing out his cheeks and blowing out his breath upwards into his moustache. Nikita dozed.


    They travelled like this in silence for some ten minutes. Suddenly Vasily Andreich spoke.


    ‘You what?’ asked Nikita, opening his eyes.


    Vasily Andreich made no reply, twisting himself as he looked back and then forward, ahead of the horse. The horse, his coat curled and matted with sweat on the neck and groins, went at a walk.


    ‘You what?’ repeated Nikita.


    ‘You what, you what!’ Vasily Andreich mimicked him angrily. ‘Can't see any posts. We must be off the road.’


    ‘Stop then. I'll see if I can find it,’ said Nikita and, jumping lightly from the sledge and taking his whip out from under the straw, he went off to the left, away from the side on which he had been sitting.


    There was no great depth of snow that year so there was no difficulty in moving about, but still in some places the snow was knee-deep and got in over the top of one of Nikita's boots. Nikita went to and fro, feeling for the road with his feet and the whip, but it was nowhere to be found.


    ‘Any good?’ asked Vasily Andreich when Nikita got back to the sledge.


    ‘It's not over here. We'll have to try the other side.’


    ‘Look, there's something dark ahead. Go and take a look,’ said Vasily Andreich.


    Nikita once more went off and came up to the dark patch – it was earth which had blown off the bared fields of winter wheat and blackened the snow where it settled. Nikita walked to and fro on the right as well and came back to the sledge. He brushed the snow off himself, shook it out of his boot and got on to the sledge.


    ‘We must go to the right,’ he said firmly. ‘I had the wind on my left before and now it's straight in my face. Go right!’ he firmly repeated.


    Vasily Andreich did as he said and turned to the right. And there was still no road. They travelled like this for some time. The wind was as strong as ever and snow started falling again.


    ‘We're completely lost by the looks of it,’ said Nikita suddenly, as if he was pleased. ‘What's that?’ he said, pointing to black potato haulms sticking through the snow.


    Vasily Andreich stopped the horse which was now sweating and heaving its steep flanks.


    ‘What is it then?’ he asked.


    ‘It's the Zakharovka fields, that's where we are. We've gone right out of our way.’


    ‘Nonsense!’ responded Vasily Andreich.


    ‘It isn't nonsense, Vasily Andreich. It's just as I say,’ said Nikita. ‘You can tell by the sound of the sledge – it's potato fields we're on. Look, those heaps there – where they've gathered the haulms. It's the Zakharovka factory fields.’


    ‘Heavens, how did we land up here?’ said Vasily Andreich. ‘And what do we do now?’


    ‘We just need to keep straight on,’ said Nikita, ‘and we're bound to come out somewhere, either Zakharovka or else the manor farm.’


    Vasily Andreich did as Nikita said and started the horse going in the direction he indicated. They drove on like this for quite a long time. Sometimes they came on to winter wheat fields blown clear of snow and the sledge grated over the bumpy frozen earth. Sometimes they drove across old fields of spring and winter corn where stalks of wormwood and stubble showed above the snow, bending to the wind. Sometimes they drove into deep, even snow, uniformly white, its surface unmarked by anything at all.


    The snow came down, sometimes too it rose upwards. The horse, its sweating coat matted and frosted, was clearly tired out and went at a walk. All of a sudden he lost his footing and plumped into a gully or ditch. Vasily Andreich was going to stop, but Nikita shouted at him:


    ‘What are you stopping for? Now we're in we've got to get out. Come on there, boy! Gee up! Gee up! Come on, boy!’ he shouted cheerily at the horse, jumping out of the sledge and sinking deep in the ditch himself.


    The horse gave a lunge and at once got clear on to the hard frozen bank.


    It was evidently a man-made ditch.


    ‘Where are we then?’ said Vasily Andreich.


    ‘We'll soon see,’ answered Nikita. ‘Keep moving and we'll come out somewhere.’


    ‘Surely that's Goryachkino wood there,’ said Vasily Andreich, pointing to a dark shape that loomed out of the snow ahead.


    ‘We'll see what wood it is when we get closer,’ said Nikita.


    Nikita saw that long dry willow leaves were blowing from the direction of this dark shape ahead, so he knew that it was not a wood, but some kind of settlement, though he preferred to say nothing. And true enough, they had hardly gone twenty yards from the ditch when they saw the shapes of trees ahead of them and heard a new dismal sound. Nikita had guessed right: it was not a wood, but a row of tall willows which still bore a few sparse, wind-tossed leaves. The willows were evidently planted along the ditch of a threshing-floor. As they came up to the trees, which soughed dismally in the wind, the horse suddenly rose up on its forelegs, higher than the sledge, got its hind legs too on to this higher level and turned to the left, no longer sinking knee-deep in the snow. It was the road.


    ‘We've made it,’ said Nikita. ‘But I don't know where to.’


    The horse went unerringly along the road that lay hidden beneath the snow and they had gone less than a hundred yards when a long straight shape loomed before them – the wattle wall of a threshing-barn, the roof of which was thick with snow, which constantly showered to the ground. Past the threshing-barn the road turned, putting the wind behind them, and they drove into drifted snow. But ahead they could see a gap between two houses, so the drift had evidently formed across the road and they had to go on through it. And indeed when they had made their way through the drift they came into a street. At the end house there was some frozen washing on the clothes line flapping furiously in the wind: two shirts – one red, one white, a pair of trousers, legging cloths and a skirt. The white shirt tugged at the line with special fury, waving its arms.


    ‘The woman there must be lazy or mortal sick, leaving her washing out over the holiday,’ said Nikita as he eyed the blowing shirts.
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    At the beginning of the street it was still windy and the snow lay thick on the road, but in the middle of the village it was calm, warm and cheering. A dog barked outside one of the houses, a woman with her jerkin pulled up over her head ran up to one of the others and, after pausing on the threshold to look at the travellers, went in at the door. From the middle of the village came the sound of girls singing.


    The wind, snow and frost seemed less in the village.


    ‘But this is Grishkino,’ said Vasily Andreich.


    ‘Right you are,’ replied Nikita.


    It actually was Grishkino. It turned out that they had gone off the road to the left and travelled four or five miles out of their way, though still in the general direction of where they were going. From Grishkino to Goryachkino was about three miles.


    In the middle of the village they came upon a tall man walking down the centre of the road.


    ‘Who's that?’ the man shouted, stopping the horse. Immediately he recognized Vasily Andreich and, catching hold of the shaft, worked his hands along it till he came to the sledge and sat himself on the driving seat.


    It was Isay, a peasant Vasily Andreich knew, who was famed in the district as the leading horse-thief.


    ‘Why, Vasily Andreich! Where on earth are you off to?’ said Isay, breathing over Nikita the smell of the vodka he had been drinking.


    ‘We were trying to get to Goryachkino.’


    ‘Then you're well out of your way! You should have gone the Malakhovo way.’


    ‘It's all very well what we should have done, but we didn't,’ said Vasily Andreich, pulling up the horse.


    ‘A good horse,’ said Isay, looking it over and with an accustomed movement, pulling the loosened knot on its thick tail up to the dock.


    ‘Will you be stopping overnight then?’


    ‘No, my friend. We've got to go on.’


    ‘Must be important. Who's this then? Ah – Nikita Stepanych!’


    ‘Who else would it be?’ answered Nikita. ‘I hope we won't miss the road again, old friend.’


    ‘How can you miss the road! Turn back, go straight up the street, then keep on straight at the end. Don't go to the left. You'll come out on the main road, and then you turn off to the right.’


    ‘Where is the turning off the main road?’ asked Nikita. ‘Is that the summer road or the winter one?’


    ‘The winter one. As soon as you leave the village there are some bushes, opposite the bushes there's a big oak marker with a bushy top – that's it.’


    Vasily Andreich turned the horse back and set off through the village.


    ‘You could stop overnight!’ Isay shouted after them.


    But Vasily Andreich made no answer and urged the horse on: three miles of level road, one of them through forest, seemed easy enough, especially since the wind appeared to have dropped and the snow was easing off.


    After going along the street over the smooth-run snow, marked here and there by fresh droppings of manure, and after passing the house with the clothes hung out (the white shirt had come off and hung now by one frozen sleeve), they came again to the fearful soughing willows and found themselves once more in open country. The storm had not merely not abated, but seemed to have increased. The road was completely snowed over and you could only tell you were still on it by the marker posts. But ahead even the posts were hard to make out because of the wind in their faces.


    Vasily Andreich screwed up his eyes and bent his head forward, straining to make out the posts, but for the most part he gave the horse his head and left it to him. And in fact the horse kept to the road and went on, turning right and left with the bends in the road which he could sense beneath his feet, with the result that although the snow fell thicker and the wind blew stronger, the posts were still to be seen, now on the right, now on the left.


    They travelled like this for ten minutes or so when suddenly just ahead of the horse a dark moving shape appeared in the slanting curtain of driving snow. It was some people going the same way. Dapple came right up to them and his hoofs banged against the seat of the sledge in front.


    There were cries from the sledge: ‘Go round – Hi! – Get on ahead!’


    Vasily Andreich started overtaking. There were three peasants and a woman in the sledge. They had obviously been out visiting and were returning after celebrating the holiday. One of the peasants was lashing the snow-covered rump of the jade with a switch. The two who were riding at the front shouted something and waved their arms; the woman, well wrapped up and covered with snow, huddled motionless in the back of the sledge.


    ‘Where are you from?’ cried Vasily Andreich.


    ‘A – a – a…’ was all he could hear.


    ‘I said: where are you from?’


    ‘A – a – a…’ shouted one of the peasants at the top of his voice, but it was still impossible to hear who they were.


    ‘Come on! Don't give way!’ cried the other, beating away at the horse with his switch.


    ‘Been out celebrating?’


    ‘Come on! Come on! Semka, get a move on! Overtake them! Faster!’


    The side members of the sledges bumped, the sledges almost locked together, then separated and the peasants' sledge began to fall back.


    The shaggy, full-bellied jade, which was covered in snow and panting under the low shaft-bow as it clearly expended its last strength in its vain effort to escape the flicking switch, struggled through the deep snow, drawing its short legs high up under its body. Its muzzle, obviously that of a young horse, with its lower lip drawn in like a fish's, flared nostrils and ears flattened back in terror, held level with Nikita's shoulder for a few seconds, then began to fall back.


    ‘That's what drink does,’ said Nikita. ‘They've driven that horse to a standstill. Nothing but heathen!’


    For some minutes they could hear the exhausted horse breathing heavily through its nostrils and the drunken shouts of the peasants; then the sound of the breathing faded and the cries too were lost. Once more there was nothing to be heard but the wind whistling in their ears and now and then the faint scraping of the runners on the road where it was blown free of snow.


    This encounter cheered and reassured Vasily Andreich and he boldly urged the horse on, relying on its judgement and not heeding the posts.


    Nikita had nothing to do and as always when the opportunity offered he dozed, catching up with lost sleep of which there was always plenty. All at once the horse stopped and Nikita pitched forward and nearly fell.


    ‘We're wrong again,’ said Vasily Andreich.


    ‘What's the trouble?’


    ‘Can't see any posts. We must be off the road again.’


    ‘If we're off the road, then we'd better find it,’ said Nikita tersely. He stood up and once more, stepping lightly on his pigeon-toed feet, set off to walk through the snow.


    He walked about for a long time, being lost from sight, then reappearing and disappearing once more. At last he came back.


    ‘There's no road here. It might be ahead somewhere,’ he said, sitting down on the sledge.


    It was getting noticeably dark. The storm was no worse, but it was not diminishing either.


    ‘If we could only get a sound of those peasants,’ said Vasily Andreich.


    ‘They've not caught up with us, so we must be well off the road. Who knows – they might be lost too,’ said Nikita.


    ‘Which way do we go then?’ asked Vasily Andreich.


    ‘We must give the horse his head,’ said Nikita. ‘He'll take us. Let's have the reins.’


    Vasily Andreich gave him the reins, the more pleased to do so because his hands were starting to freeze inside his warm gloves.


    Nikita took the reins and just held them, trying to keep them quite still and taking pleasure in the intelligence of his favourite horse. And indeed the intelligent animal, cocking one ear, then the other each way in turn, moved off at an angle.


    ‘Just keep quiet,’ said Nikita. ‘He knows what he's doing. Go on, go on, then! That's it, that's it!’


    The wind now blew from behind and it felt warmer.


    ‘He's got sense, he has,’ Nikita said, still taking pleasure in the horse. ‘Now your Kirghiz horse3 is strong all right, but he's stupid. But this one, see how he's using his ears. No need for the telegraph, he can tell a mile away.’


    And, indeed, in less than half an hour something dark loomed up ahead – either a wood or a village, and posts appeared again on the right-hand side. They were evidently back on the road.


    ‘But this is Grishkino again,’ Nikita said suddenly.


    And indeed to the left of them was the same threshing-barn with the snow driving from the roof, and further along the same clothes line with the frozen washing, the shirts and trousers still flapping as furiously as ever in the wind.


    Again they drove into the street, again it was calm and warm and cheery, again they saw the dung-marked roadway, again heard voices and singing, again the dog barked. It was now so dark there were lights in some of the windows.


    Halfway down the street Vasily Andreich turned the horse towards a large double-fronted brick house and pulled him up at the front steps.


    Nikita went to a snowed-up window where there was a light that shone on the darting snowflakes outside. He tapped it with the handle of his whip.


    ‘Who's there?’ came a voice in answer to Nikita's summons.


    ‘It's Mr Brekhunov from Kresty, good heart,’ replied Nikita. ‘Come out for a minute, will you?’


    The person inside moved away from the window and in a minute or two there was the sound of the inner door unsticking, then the clicking of the latch on the outside door and an old peasant, tall and white-bearded, with a sheepskin jacket thrown over his best white shirt, poked his head out of the door which he held pushed against the wind. Behind him was a young man in a red shirt and leather knee-boots.


    ‘Vasily Andreich. Is that you?’ said the old man.


    ‘We've gone adrift, friend,’ said Vasily Andreich. ‘We were making for Goryachkino and landed up here. Then we went on and got lost again.’


    ‘My word, you're well out of your way,’ said the old man. ‘Petrukha, go and open the gate,’ he said to the young man in the red shirt.


    ‘Right you are,’ replied the other cheerily and ran into the porch.


    ‘But we aren't stopping the night,’ said Vasily Andreich.


    ‘’Tis no time for travelling. It's night now – you should stop over till morning.’


    ‘I'd be glad to, but I've got to get on. I'm on business, so can't stop.’


    ‘Well, at least have a warm up,’ said the old man. ‘The samovar's going, come along inside.’


    ‘Yes, we can have a warm up,’ said Vasily Andreich. ‘It won't get any darker and when the moon's up there will be more light. What about it, Nikita, shall we go in for a warm?’


    ‘Well, yes, I wouldn't mind a warm up,’ said Nikita, who was chilled to the bone and wanted very much to get into the warm and thaw out his frozen limbs.


    Vasily Andreich went into the house with the old man while Nikita drove through the gate opened by Petrukha and, following his directions, put the horse into a shed. The shed was deep in mire and the tall shaft-bow caught on the cross-beam. Some hens and a cock which had settled on the beam cackled in displeasure and scratched at the beam with their claws. Startled sheep, their feet rattling on the frozen mire, scurried to one side. A dog, seeing the stranger, gave a frenzied yelp and, in a state of fright and malice, set up a continuous yapping bark like a puppy.


    Nikita had a word with them all: as he tethered the horse he apologized to the hens, assured them that he would not disturb them any more, reproached the sheep for getting frightened about nothing, and all the time tried to reason with the dog.


    ‘There, that'll do nicely,’ he said, beating the snow off himself. ‘Goodness, what a carry-on!’ he added, addressing the dog. ‘Now, that'll do. That's enough, silly dog, that's enough. You're just getting yourself worked up,’ he said. ‘We're not robbers, we're friends…’


    ‘It's like they say – the three home advisers,’ said the young man, with a shove of his powerful arm pushing the sledge which was still outside under shelter.


    ‘How's that – advisers?’ said Nikita.


    ‘Like it says in Paulson's book:4 if a robber comes up to the house, the dog barks – it means look out; when the cock crows it means get up; and when the cat has a wash it means you've got a visitor, so be ready to welcome him,’ said the lad smiling.


    Petrukha could read and write. The only book he possessed was that of Paulson, which he practically knew by heart, and he was fond of quoting from it whenever it seemed apposite, especially when, as now, he was a bit tipsy.


    ‘That's very true,’ said Nikita.


    ‘You must be frozen,’ Petrukha added.


    ‘That I am,’ said Nikita, and they went across the yard and through the porch into the house.
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    The homestead to which Vasily Andreich had come was one of the most prosperous in the village. The family owned five plots of land and rented other land besides. The farm had six horses, three cows, two year-old heifers and a couple of dozen sheep. There were twenty-two in the family which worked it: four married sons, six grandchildren (of whom Petrukha alone was married), two great-grandchildren, three orphaned children and four daughters-in-law with their children. It was one of those rare households where the property had not been divided; but here too a latent inner discord was at work (started, as always, among the womenfolk), which would inevitably soon lead to a division. Two of the sons lived in Moscow working as water-carriers, another was in the army. At home just now were the old father and mother, the second son, who ran the farm, the eldest son who had come back from Moscow for the holiday, and all the women and children. Besides the family there was a neighbour visiting who was godfather to one of the sons.


    In the main room a lamp with a shade over the top hung above the table, throwing a bright light on the tea things, vodka bottle and food below and on the brick walls which were hung with icons in the corner opposite the door and with pictures on either side. Vasily Andreich sat at the table in the place of honour wearing just his black sheepskin jacket. He was sucking his frosted whiskers and surveying the people and the room with his bulging hawk-like eyes. At the table with Vasily Andreich sat the bald, white-bearded old master of the house in his white homespun shirt; next to him in a fine printed cotton shirt the son home from Moscow for the holiday, who had brawny shoulders and back, then the other son, a broad-shouldered fellow, the one who now ran the farm, and the neighbour – a lean peasant with red hair.


    The peasants had already had some vodka and food. They were now about to drink tea and the samovar was already humming on the raised floor by the stove. On the boarded shelf which served as their bed and on top of the clay stove there were children. A woman sat on the wooden bunk, leaning over a cradle. The old mistress of the house, whose face was a mass of tiny wrinkles which ran in all directions and covered even her lips, was looking after Vasily Andreich.


    As Nikita entered the room she was just serving her visitor with vodka, which she had poured for him in a small thick glass tumbler.


    ‘No offence, Vasily Andreich, but you must join in the celebration,’ she said. ‘Drink up now, my dear.’


    The sight and smell of the vodka deeply disturbed Nikita, especially just now when he was frozen through and exhausted. He frowned and, after shaking the snow from his cap and caftan, he stood in front of the icons and three times bowed to them, making the sign of the cross, seemingly unaware of those present; he then turned to the old master of the house and bowed first to him, then to all those at the table, and then to the womenfolk standing by the stove, wishing them good cheer on the feast-day. Keeping his eyes off the table he began to take off his caftan.


    ‘You're frosted up good and proper,’ said the elder brother, looking at Nikita's face, eyes and beard which were powdered with snow.


    Nikita removed his caftan and, after shaking it out again, hung it against the stove and went up to the table. He was also offered some vodka. There was a moment's anguished struggle: he was on the point of taking the glass and downing the clear fragrant liquid but a glance at Vasily Andreich reminded him of his pledge – he remembered the boots sold for drink, he remembered the cooper, he remembered his son and the horse he had promised to buy him for the spring, and with a sigh he refused.


    ‘I'm much obliged, but I don't drink,’ he said, frowning, and sat down on the bench by the second window.


    ‘How's that?’ said the elder brother.


    ‘I just don't drink, that's all,’ said Nikita, not looking up and squinting down at his straggly moustache and beard as he thawed the icicles from them.


    ‘It's not good for him,’ said Vasily Andreich, eating a cracknel to follow up the vodka he had drunk.


    ‘Well, have some tea then,’ said the kindly old woman. ‘You must be frozen, poor soul. You womenfolk there, get a move on with the samovar.’


    ‘It's all ready,’ answered one of the son's wives and wiping with her apron the covered samovar, which was boiling over, she brought it with difficulty to the table, lifted it and set it down with a bump.


    Meanwhile Vasily Andreich was telling how they had lost their way and twice come back to the same village, how they had wandered aimlessly and met the drunken peasants. His hosts listened with surprise, explained where and why they had missed the road, who the drunken peasants were, and told them the way they should go.


    ‘Why, a little child would get to Molchanovka from here!’ said the neighbour. ‘You've just got to take the right turning off the main road – there's a bush there. And you didn't make it!’


    ‘You ought to stop the night,’ urged the old woman. ‘The women can make you up a bed!’


    ‘You could go in the morning. It'd be just the thing,’ her husband chimed in.


    ‘Can't do it, my friend. I've got business,’ said Vasily Andreich. ‘What you lose in an hour takes a year to make up,’ he added, remembering the coppice and the dealers who might forestall him. ‘We'll get there, won't we?’ he said, turning to Nikita.


    Nikita took a long time to answer, as if still preoccupied with thawing out his beard and moustache.


    ‘As long as we don't get lost,’ he said gloomily.


    Nikita was gloomy because he felt a desperate need for vodka and the only thing which might kill this desire was tea, which he had not yet been given.


    ‘It's only a matter of getting to the turning. We shan't get lost after that: it's forest all the way,’ said Vasily Andreich.


    ‘It's up to you, Vasily Andreich. If you say we go, we go,’ said Nikita, taking the glass of tea which was handed to him.


    ‘We'll have a good drink of tea, then be away.’


    Nikita said nothing. He merely shook his head and carefully pouring some tea into the saucer began warming his hands and permanently swollen toil-worn fingers in the steam. Then he bit off a tiny morsel of sugar, bowed to his hosts and said:


    ‘Your very good health’ – and gulped down the warming liquid.


    ‘Somebody would maybe see us as far as the turning,’ said Vasily Andreich.


    ‘Why yes, certainly,’ said the elder son. ‘Petrukha can harness up and take you as far as that.’


    ‘Right then, Petrukha,’ said Vasily Andreich. ‘Get harnessed up. I'll make it worth your while.’


    ‘There's no need for that, my dear,’ said the kindly old woman. ‘It's a pleasure.’


    ‘Go and harness the mare, Petrukha,’ said the elder brother.


    ‘Right you are,’ said Petrukha with a smile, and, grabbing his cap from the nail, at once ran off to harness the horse.


    While he was doing this the conversation returned to where it had broken off when Vasily Andreich had come to the window. The old man was complaining to his neighbour (who was the village headman) about his third son, who had not sent him a present for the festival, though he had sent his wife a French kerchief.


    ‘Young folk today are getting out of hand,’ said the old man.


    ‘That they are. You just can't cope with them,’ said his neighbour. ‘Too clever by half they are these days. Look at Demochkin – broke his father's arm. All through being too clever.’


    Nikita listened to them and studied their faces. He evidently would have liked to join in the conversation, but being fully occupied with his tea, he merely nodded approvingly. He drank glass after glass and felt a growing sensation of warmth and wellbeing. The conversation continued for a long time on the same topic – what a bad thing it was to divide a property, and the conversation was evidently not concerned with the general question, but with a division in this particular family, which was wanted by the second son who sat by keeping grimly silent. It was evidently a sore point and the whole family was concerned about it, but out of propriety they did not discuss their private affairs before outsiders. In the end, however, the old man could contain himself no longer and in a tearful voice declared that as long as he lived there would be no division, that his family was well provided for, but if they divided they would all be beggared.


    ‘Just like the Matveevs,’ said the neighbour. ‘They were prosperous till they divided, then they all went empty-handed.’


    ‘And that's what you want,’ said the old man to his son.


    The son made no answer and there was an awkward silence. It was broken by Petrukha who had already harnessed the horse and come back inside. He had been in the room for a few minutes, smiling all the time.


    ‘Paulson's got a fable like that,’ he said. ‘A father gave his sons a broom and told them to break it. They couldn't do it whole, but twig by twig it was easy.5 It's the same as this,’ he said, smiling broadly. ‘We're all ready,’ he added.


    ‘If we're ready, then we'll go,’ said Vasily Andreich. ‘As for dividing, granfer, you stick to your guns. You built it up and you're the master. Take it to the justice. He'll tell you what's right.’


    ‘He's got that stubborn and full of himself,’ the old man went on tearfully, ‘that there's never a moment's peace. It's as though the devil's got into him.’


    Nikita, meanwhile, having finished his fifth glass of tea still did not tip his glass upside down,6 but laid it on its side in the hope that he might get a sixth. But the samovar was now empty and the mistress did not give him any more, and anyway Vasily Andreich began getting his coats on. There was nothing for it: Nikita rose too, replaced his well-nibbled piece of loaf-sugar in the sugar-bowl, wiped his perspiring face with the hem of his jacket and went to put on his caftan.


    When he was dressed he gave a deep sigh, and, thanking his hosts and bidding them goodbye, went out of the warm, light room into the dark, cold porch, where the wind howled in and snow lay driven through the crack in the shaking doors. From the porch he went out into the dark yard.


    Petrukha in a fur topcoat stood with his horse in the middle of the yard. With a broad smile he was reciting a verse he had read in Paulson:7


    
      ‘The storm be darkling o'er the sky,


      It spins the whirling snow,


      Now like a beast it roars out wild,


      Now like a babe sobs low.’

    


    Nikita nodded his head in approval as he straightened out the reins.


    The old man came out to see Vasily Andreich off. He brought a lantern into the porch to light the way for him, but the wind immediately blew it out, and even in the yard one could tell that the storm had got up stronger than ever.


    Quite a storm, thought Vasily Andreich. Perhaps we shan't make it after all. But it's no good – there's business to do! Anyway I'm all set now and they've got their horse ready harnessed. We'll get there, God willing!


    The old man also thought they should not go, but he had tried once to persuade them to stay and had not been heeded. There was no point in asking again. Perhaps I'm just getting faint-hearted in my old age and they'll get there all right, he thought. At any rate we'll get to bed betimes and shan't be put out.


    The idea of danger never as much as occurred to Petrukha: he knew the road and the whole district perfectly; besides that, he was much cheered by that line of verse ‘it spins the whirling snow’, because it expressed so exactly what was happening in the yard. Nikita did not want to go at all, but he was long accustomed to having no will of his own and doing as others bid, so there was no one to hinder their departure.
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    Vasily Andreich went over to the sledge, having difficulty in finding it in the darkness. He got in and took the reins.


    ‘You lead the way!’ he shouted.


    Petrukha, kneeling in the wide seatless sledge, started his horse. Dapple, who had long been whinnying as he sensed the mare in front, charged after her and they drove out into the street. Once more they went through the village, along the same road, past the house with the frozen washing which it was now too dark to see, past the barn, now snowed up almost to the eaves with snow still dropping endlessly from the roof, past the dismally soughing willows that whistled and bent in the wind, and then once more they were out in the snowy sea that raged above and below. The wind was so strong that when it blew from the side and its full force caught the occupants of the sledge, the sledge heeled over and the horse was pushed sideways off its course. Petrukha led, driving his good mare at a jogging trot and giving an occasional cheerful shout. Dapple followed eagerly after the mare.


    When they had travelled thus for some ten minutes Petrukha turned and shouted something. In the wind neither Vasily Andreich nor Nikita could catch his words, but they guessed they had come to the turning. And indeed Petrukha turned off to the right and the wind which had been from the side now blew head-on. Over on the right a dark object loomed in the snow: it was the bush by the turning.


    ‘Well, God speed you!’


    ‘Many thanks, Petrukha.’


    ‘The storm be darkling o'er the sky,’ cried Petrukha, and was lost from sight.


    ‘A regular poet,’ said Vasily Andreich, flicking the reins.


    ‘He's a nice fellow, a real good sort,’ said Nikita.


    They drove on.


    Nikita, well wrapped up, his head pressed down into his shoulders so that his modest beard lay along his neck, sat in silence, trying to lose none of the warmth he had got from the tea at the peasants' house. In front of him he saw the straight lines of the shafts, which continually played tricks on him by looking like the edges of a regular road; he saw the rising and falling rump of the horse with the knotted tail streaming sideways, and further ahead the high shaft-bow and the horse's bobbing head and neck with flying mane. Now and then he glimpsed a marker post, by which he knew that so far they were still on the road and that nothing was required of him.


    Vasily Andreich drove, leaving it to the horse to keep to the way. But though Dapple had recovered his wind in the village there was no zest in his running and he seemed to keep straying off the road, so that Vasily Andreich had several times to correct him.


    ‘There's a post on the right, and another, and another,’ Vasily Andreich counted. And there's the forest, he thought, peering at something dark ahead. But what he took for the forest was merely a bush. They went past it and on for another fifty yards or so – there was no fourth post and no forest either. We'll be up to the forest any moment, thought Vasily Andreich, and feeling in high spirits after the vodka and tea, he did not bother to stop, but continued shaking the reins, and the good obedient animal responded and ambled and trotted on in the direction it was made to go, though knowing full well that it was quite the wrong way. Ten minutes passed and there was still no forest.


    ‘We're off the road again,’ said Vasily Andreich, pulling up the horse.


    Without a word Nikita got out of the sledge and, holding his caftan tight in the wind, which first made it cling to him and then nearly blew it off his shoulders, he began plodding about in the snow. First he went one way, then the other. Two or three times he disappeared from view completely. Finally he came back and took the reins out of Vasily Andreich's hands.


    ‘We've got to go right,’ he said firmly and decisively, turning the horse.


    ‘Very well, go right if that's the way,’ said Vasily Andreich, handing over the reins and pushing his frozen hands into his sleeves.


    Nikita did not answer.


    ‘Come on, old boy, put your back into it!’ he shouted to the horse, but the horse, despite the shaking of the reins, only went at a walk.


    The snow was knee-deep in places and the sledge jolted forward to the movements of the horse.


    Nikita took the whip which hung at the front of the sledge and gave the horse a lash. The good beast, unused to the whip, plunged forward and broke into a trot, but immediately slowed again to an amble, then to a walk. They went on like this for another five minutes. It was so dark and snow swirled so thickly in the air and off the ground that sometimes even the shaft-bow could not be seen. It sometimes seemed that the sledge was standing still and that the countryside was rolling away behind them. All of a sudden the horse stopped abruptly, evidently sensing something amiss ahead. Nikita once more jumped lightly off the sledge, tossing aside the reins, and went to the front of the horse to see why it had stopped. But at the first step he tried to take further his feet slipped from under him and he went rolling down a sharp drop.


    ‘Hold up, there! Hold up!’ he said to himself, falling and trying to stop himself, but he could not get a grip and came to a halt only when his feet dug deep into the thick layer of snow he had brought down with him to the bottom of the gully. Disturbed by Nikita's fall, a drift of snow overhanging the drop showered down on top of him and filled his collar.


    ‘You beast,’ Nikita said reproachfully, addressing the snowdrift and the gully and shaking the snow from his collar.


    ‘Nikita! Hi, Nikita!’ Vasily Andreich shouted down to him.


    But Nikita made no response.


    He was too busy: he shook himself free of snow, then looked for the whip which he had dropped as he slid down the slope. When he had found it he made to climb straight up at the point where he had come down, but this proved impossible: he kept sliding back down again and so had to move along the gully bottom to find a way up. Six or seven yards from the place where he slid down he managed to clamber up on all fours, then followed the edge of the gully back to where the horse should be. He could see neither the horse nor the sledge, and being to the leeward got sight of them only after hearing the shouts of Vasily Andreich and the neighing of Dapple calling him.


    ‘All right, I'm coming. What's all that noise about?’ he said to Dapple.


    Only when he came right up to the sledge did he see the horse and Vasily Andreich standing by it, looking enormous.


    ‘Where the devil did you get to? We'll have to go back. At least to Grishkino,’ Nikita's master berated him angrily.


    ‘I'd be glad enough to go back, Vasily Andreich, but which way do we go? This gully here is that deep that if you fell in you'd never get out. I was fair shook by it and had a job to get back up.’


    ‘Well, we can't stay here, can we? We've got to go somewhere,’ said Vasily Andreich.


    Nikita did not reply. He sat on the sledge with his back to the wind, took off his boots and shook out the snow that had packed inside them, after which he took some straw and carefully pushed it into his left boot to stop up a hole.


    Vasily Andreich said nothing, as though he was now leaving everything to Nikita. When he had got his boots on again Nikita tucked his feet into the sledge, once more drew on his gauntlets, then picked up the reins and turned the horse along the edge of the gully. But they had not gone a hundred yards when the horse again stopped and refused to budge. Before it lay another gully.


    Once more Nikita got out and began plodding through the snow. He walked about for some time, and when at last he reappeared it was from the opposite direction to the way he had gone.


    ‘Vasily Andreich, you there?’ he called.


    ‘Over here!’ Vasily Andreich called back. ‘Well, what did you find?’


    ‘Can't fathom it at all. It's too dark. We're in among some gullies, can't tell which. We'd better head into the wind again.’


    Once more they set off, once more Nikita plodded about through the snow, got back into the sledge, then again plodded in the snow till finally he stopped, panting, by the sledge.


    ‘What now?’ asked Vasily Andreich.


    ‘I'm dead beat, that's what!’ said Nikita. ‘And the horse is nearly done in too.’


    ‘What do we do then?’


    ‘Just hang on a minute.’


    Nikita walked off again, but soon returned.


    ‘Keep after me,’ he said, going on ahead of the horse.


    Vasily Andreich had stopped giving orders and obediently did as Nikita told him.


    ‘This way, after me,’ shouted Nikita and went off quickly to the right, grasping Dapple's reins and leading him down a slope into a drift of snow.


    At first the horse refused, but then plunged forward in hopes of leaping across to the other side of the drift. He failed to do so, however, and sank up to his collar in the snow.


    ‘Get out!’ Nikita shouted to Vasily Andreich, who had remained sitting in the sledge. Then, grasping one of the shafts from underneath, Nikita began pushing the sledge on to the horse. ‘It's tough going, old chap,’ he said to Dapple. ‘But there's nothing for it – so heave! Come on, come on, a bit more!’ he cried.


    The horse plunged forward – once, then again, but still failed to extricate himself and sank back as if pondering something.


    ‘This won't do now, will it, old boy,’ Nikita gently chided Dapple. ‘Once more now!’


    Again Nikita tugged at the shaft on his side; Vasily Andreich did the same on the other side. The horse jerked his head, then made a sudden lunge forward.


    ‘Come on now! That's it! You won't sink in!’ shouted Nikita.


    One leap, then another and another, and finally the horse was free of the drift. He stopped, breathing heavily and shaking himself. Nikita was going to lead him on, but Vasily Andreich with his double layer of fur coats had got so out of breath that he could walk no further and collapsed into the sledge.


    ‘Let's get my breath back,’ he said, loosening the kerchief which he had tied round the collar of his topcoat in the village.


    ‘It's not so bad here,’ said Nikita. ‘You lie there and I'll lead the horse.’ And with Vasily Andreich in the sledge he took the horse by the bridle and led him on for a dozen yards downhill, then up a little and stopped.


    The place where Nikita had stopped was not right in the hollow where snow driven from the bank above could settle and cover them completely, but it was still fairly sheltered from the wind by the rim of the gully. There were moments when the wind seemed to be dropping, but they were only brief and as if to make up for this respite the storm then blew ten times harder, the wind gusting and swirling more viciously than ever. One such gust struck as Vasily Andreich, having recovered his breath, got out of the sledge and went over to Nikita to consider what they should do. Both involuntarily bent forward and delayed speaking until the gust had spent its fury. Dapple also flattened his ears in displeasure and shook his head. When the gust had dropped a little, Nikita took off his gauntlets, shoved them into his girdle and after blowing on his hands began to untie the reins from the shaft-bow.


    ‘What's that you're doing?’ asked Vasily Andreich.


    ‘Unharnessing. What else can we do? I'm all in,’ Nikita answered, as if apologizing.


    ‘But we'll get somewhere surely?’


    ‘We shan't get anywhere. We'll only wear the horse out. Poor thing, he's done in anyway,’ said Nikita, pointing to the horse which stood obediently ready, his steep wet flanks heaving. ‘We'll have to stay here the night,’ Nikita repeated casually, as if he was going to spend the night at an inn, and began undoing the hamestrap. The points of the hames sprang apart.


    ‘Might we not freeze to death?’ said Vasily Andreich.


    ‘Maybe so, but you can't help that,’ answered Nikita.
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    Vasily Andreich felt quite warm in his two fur coats, especially after his exertions in the snowdrift, but a chill ran down his spine when he realized that he actually had to spend the night here. To steady his nerves he sat in the sledge and reached for his cigarettes and matches.


    Nikita meanwhile unharnessed the horse. He undid the girth and back-strap, unthreaded the reins, and after releasing the tugs pulled off the shaft-bow. All the time he was talking to the horse to cheer it.


    ‘Come on then, out you come,’ he said as he led him from the shafts. ‘Now we'll just hitch you up here. I'll put you some straw down and take off your bridle,’ he went on, performing the actions as he said them. ‘You have a bite to eat, then you'll feel better.’


    But Dapple was evidently not comforted by Nikita's talk. He was restless, shifting from foot to foot, huddling against the sledge with his rump to the wind and rubbing his head on Nikita's sleeve.


    As if only to please Nikita by not refusing the offered straw which he pushed under his muzzle Dapple snatched a wisp of straw from the sledge, but at once decided that this was no time for eating and let it go. It was immediately scattered and borne away by the wind, then covered with snow.


    ‘Now let's rig up a signal,’ said Nikita. He turned the sledge into the wind and using the back-strap he tied the shafts together, then lifted them up and pulled them in against the front of the sledge. ‘There, now if we get snowed over good people will see from the shafts where we are and dig us out,’ said Nikita, beating his gauntlets together and then putting them on. ‘That's something I learnt from the old folk.’


    Meanwhile Vasily Andreich had loosened his topcoat and under cover of its flaps was striking sulphur matches on his steel box, but his hands were shaking and one after the other the matches flared and before they were properly alight or else the moment he put them to his cigarette they were blown out by the wind. In the end one match did light properly. It momentarily lit up the fur of his coat, his hand with the gold ring on his crooked index finger, and the snow-covered straw that showed from under the sacking, and his cigarette was alight. He avidly drew on it a couple of times, inhaling the smoke and breathing it out through his moustache; he was going to inhale again, but the burning end of tobacco was whisked off by the wind and carried away in the same direction as the straw.


    But even these few draws of tobacco smoke raised Vasily Andreich's spirits.


    ‘If we've got to stay here the night, then that's that!’ he said with decision.


    ‘Half a minute, I'll make a flag too,’ he said, picking up the kerchief which he had taken from his collar and dropped in the sledge. He removed his gloves, stood up at the front of the sledge and, stretching up to reach the back-strap, tightly tied the kerchief to it alongside one of the shafts.


    The kerchief at once began furiously flapping, clinging one moment to the shaft, then blowing free, pulling and cracking.


    ‘A handy job,’ said Vasily Andreich, admiring his work and sinking back into the sledge. ‘It would be warmer together, but there's not room for the two of us,’ he said.


    ‘I'll find myself a spot,’ answered Nikita. ‘But we must put something over the horse, poor thing he's all of a sweat as it is. Let's have this,’ he said, coming up to the sledge and pulling the sacking from under Vasily Andreich.


    He took the sacking and folded it in two and put it over Dapple, after removing the saddle and breeching.


    ‘It'll help to keep you warm, you silly old thing,’ he said, putting the breeching and saddle back on over the sacking.


    With this task completed, Nikita returned to the sledge.


    ‘Would you be wanting that bit of canvas?’ he said. ‘And then if you let me have some straw.’


    He took the canvas and straw from under Vasily Andreich and went round the back of the sledge. He dug out a hollow for himself in the snow and laid the straw inside; he then pulled his cap well down, wrapped himself in his caftan and sat himself on the straw with the canvas over him, leaning against the back of the sledge to protect himself from the wind and snow.


    Vasily Andreich shook his head at what Nikita was doing, disapproving as he did in general of the uneducated, stupid ways of the peasants. He began to settle down for the night.


    He spread the remaining straw more evenly over the sledge, built it up a little under his side and with his hands thrust up his sleeves he tucked his head into the angle at the front of the sledge to get some shelter from the wind.


    He did not feel like sleep and lay thinking. He thought of only one thing – that which constituted for him the sole purpose, sense, pride and joy in life: how much money he had made and how much he might still make; how much money people he knew had made and what they were now worth, the means by which this money was made, and how much more money they and he could make together. The purchase of the wood at Goryachkino was of immense importance to him. With this wood he hoped to make an immediate profit of maybe ten thousand roubles. And he began a mental calculation of the value of the coppice – he had seen it in the autumn and counted every tree in its five acres.


    ‘The oak will go for sledge runners. Then of course timber for building. And there should be around four hundred cubic yards of firewood a desyatina,’8 he said to himself. ‘At the very least that'll give me two hundred and twenty-five roubles a desyatina. There are fifty-six desyatinas – that's fifty-six times a hundred twice, fifty-six times ten twice and fifty-six times five.’ He could see that this came to over twelve thousand roubles, but without his abacus he could not work it out exactly. I shan't give ten thousand just the same. I'll give eight thousand, and that can be not counting the clearings. I'll slip the surveyor a hundred or a hundred and fifty and he'll see I get four or five desyatinas of clearing. He'll let it go for eight thousand. He can have three thousand down straight away. That ought to bring him round, he thought, pressing the wallet in his pocket with his forearm. Heaven knows how we came to miss the way! There should be forest here and the keeper's hut. Should be able to hear the dogs. Damned creatures never bark when you want them to. He eased his collar away from his ear and listened: all he could hear was the wind whistling as before, the kerchief flapping and cracking between the shafts and the falling snow whipping against the bast front of the sledge. He pulled his collar to again.


    If we had only known, we could have stayed overnight. Well, it doesn't matter. We'll be there tomorrow. It's only an extra day. And the others won't be travelling in this weather either. And he remembered that by the ninth of the month he should be getting paid by the butcher for the wethers he had sold him. He was going to come himself; he'll find me away and the wife won't know about taking the money. No education at all she's got. No idea how to behave in company, his thoughts went on, as he recalled her awkwardness with the police superintendent who had been among his guests only that day. But what can you expect from a woman? Where has she ever been to see anything? What was it like at home in my parents' time? Nothing special – father was just a well-off peasant with a hulling mill and an inn – that was all he had. And in fifteen years what have I achieved? A shop, two taverns, a flour mill, a granary, two estates on lease, a house and barn with a good metal roof, he remembered with pride. Not like in father's time. Who's the big man in the district now? Brekhunov.


    And why is that? Because I keep my mind on my business, exert myself – not like others who idle around or fritter their time away. I'll miss a night's sleep. Blizzard or not I go out just the same. And that's how I get things done. They think you can whistle and money comes to you. No, you've got to work for it and use your brains. Like this – spending the night out of doors and going without sleep. Even at night your mind never at rest, he reflected with pride. They think you get on in the world through luck. Look at the Mironovs, they're in the millionaire bracket now. And why is that? You've got to work for it; God will provide. Just as long as you keep healthy.


    And the idea that he, too, might be a millionaire like Mironov who had started from nothing so excited Vasily Andreich that he felt a sudden need to talk to someone. But there was nobody to talk to… If they had got to Goryachkino he could have had his talk with the owner and outsmarted him.


    My word, it doesn't half blow! We'll be that snowed up we shall never get out in the morning, he thought as he listened to the gust of wind which blew into the front of the sledge, bending it over and whipping the snow against the sheet of bast. He raised himself slightly and looked around. In the shifting white darkness he could only see Dapple's dark head and his back covered by the wind-blown sacking, and his thick knotted tail; and all around on every side, ahead and behind, there was the same monotonous shifting white gloom, which seemed at moments to grow a fraction lighter, at others to thicken still more.


    I should never have listened to Nikita, he thought. We ought to have gone on – we would have come out somewhere. We could even have gone back to Grishkino and spent the night at Taras's. And now we are stuck here all night. What was so good then? Oh yes, that God rewards hard work and gives nothing to loafers, idlers and fools. Yes, and we must have a smoke! He sat back and got out his cigarette case. He then turned over on to his stomach, using the flap of his coat to protect the flame from the wind, but the wind found its way through and one after the other blew out the matches he lit. In the end he contrived to get one alight and lit his cigarette. He was enormously pleased with this achievement. Although the wind consumed more of the cigarette than he did, he still inhaled two or three times and his spirits rose again. Once more he huddled against the back of the sledge, wrapped himself up and began again going over past events and day-dreaming, when without realizing it he suddenly slipped from consciousness and fell into a doze.


    But all of a sudden he came to, as if jolted awake by something. Perhaps it was Dapple tugging straw from under him, perhaps some sudden twinge inside him: whatever it was, he woke up with his heart pounding so fast and strong that the sledge seemed to be shaking under him. He opened his eyes. Round about it was just the same, except that it seemed lighter. It's getting light, he thought. So it can't be long till morning. But he remembered at once that it was only lighter because the moon had risen. He raised himself up and looked first at the horse. Dapple still stood with his back to the wind, shaking all over. The snow-covered sacking had blown up on one side, the breeching had slipped over and the horse's head, covered with snow, with the mane and forelock streaming in the wind, was now better visible. Vasily Andreich twisted round towards the back of the sledge and looked over it. Nikita was still in the same position, just as he had sat down. The canvas, which he had put on top of him, and his legs too were deep in snow. I hope the fellow doesn't freeze to death; it's shoddy stuff he's wearing. The next thing I'll be held responsible for him. What a useless lot they are. No education at all, thought Vasily Andreich, and he was going to take the sacking off the horse to put over Nikita, but it was too cold to get up and move about and anyway he was afraid that the horse might freeze. What did I bring him along for anyway? It was all because of her stupidity! thought Vasily Andreich, remembering his unloved wife. And once more he sprawled over and got into his old position towards the front of the sledge. Well, my uncle once spent a whole night out in the snow and was none the worse for it, he recalled. But then, he thought as another instance came to mind, when they dug Sevastian out he was dead, all stiff like a lump of frozen meat.


    If I'd stopped for the night in Grishkino there would be nothing to worry about. Then, pulling his coat tight about him to make sure that the warmth of the fur was nowhere wasted and kept the cold from his neck, his knees and his feet, he shut his eyes and tried to go back to sleep. But now, however much he tried, he could not fall asleep. On the contrary he felt wide awake and active. He began once again reckoning up his profits and what people owed him, again he boasted inwardly, delighted with himself and the position he had reached in life, but his thoughts were now constantly interrupted by a creeping fear and his irritation at not having stopped overnight in Grishkino. How much better I would be stretched out on a bench in the warm. He turned over several times and tried to settle himself in a position that was more comfortable and sheltered from the wind, but every position seemed uncomfortable. He would once more sit up, get into a new position, tuck his coat round his legs, close his eyes and lie still. But each time his cramped legs in their thick felt boots started aching or else there was a draught somewhere, and he would lie for a while, annoyed by the thought that he might now be lying comfortably in a warm house in Grishkino, and then again sit up, turn about, tuck himself in and once more settle down.


    Once Vasily Andreich fancied he heard cocks crowing in the distance. Overjoyed, he turned down his coat and listened intently, but however much he strained his ears he could hear nothing but the sound of the wind whistling in the shafts and flapping the kerchief, and the snow whipping against the bast front of the sledge.


    All this time Nikita was sitting just as he had from the outset, without stirring and not even replying to Vasily Andreich when he called to him a couple of times. A fat lot he cares. He must be asleep, Vasily Andreich thought in annoyance, looking over the back of the sledge at Nikita who was covered thick with snow.


    Vasily Andreich got up and lay down a couple of dozen times. The night seemed as if it would never end. It must be getting on for morning now, he thought once as he raised himself and looked around. Let's have a look at my watch. If I undo my coat I'll get frozen. But if I can see it's getting towards morning I'll feel much better. We can start getting harnessed up. In his heart of hearts Vasily Andreich knew that it could not yet be morning, but he was becoming increasingly nervous and wanted both to check his instinct about the time and also to deceive himself. He carefully undid the hooks of his inner fur jacket and thrust his hand into his breast where he fumbled for some time before getting to his waistcoat. With the utmost difficulty he extracted his silver watch painted with enamel flowers. He looked at it, but could see nothing without a light. He again lay face downwards, supporting himself on his elbows and knees as he had when lighting his cigarette, got out his matches and tried to light one. He set about it more systematically than before and having felt out the match with the biggest phosphorus head he lit it first go. He moved the dial into the light and glanced at it. He could not believe his eyes… It was only ten past twelve. The whole night still lay ahead.


    Ah, it's a long night! thought Vasily Andreich and a chill ran down his spine. Then, fastening his coats again and covering himself over, he huddled into the angle of the sledge to wait patiently. Suddenly through the monotonous noise of the wind he distinctly heard a new, living sound. It got steadily louder until it was fully distinct, then just as steadily it grew fainter. There was no doubt what it was: it was a wolf. And this wolf was howling somewhere so close that you could hear the modulations of its cry as it moved its jaws. Vasily Andreich threw back his collar and listened carefully. Dapple also listened intently, twitching his ears and, when the wolf's cry was completed, shifted his feet and gave a warning snort. After that Vasily Andreich was totally unable to calm down, much less get to sleep. Try as he would to concentrate on his calculations and business affairs, on his good name, his merits and his wealth, he was gripped by a growing fear, which dominated all his thoughts, and to all else was added the question: why had he not stopped for the night in Grishkino?


    Hang the wood! I'm doing well enough without that. Ah, if only there was somewhere we could spend the night! he said to himself. They say that drunk people are the ones who freeze to death, he thought. And I've been drinking. And, as he thought how he felt, he found he was beginning to tremble, whether from cold or fear he could not tell. He tried to cover himself up and lie as he had before, but this was now impossible. He could not keep still, he felt he had to get up and do something in order to repress the fear that rose within him and which he felt powerless to resist. He again got out his cigarettes and matches, but there were only three matches left now and they were the poorest ones. All three struck without catching light.


    ‘Damn you, go to hell then!’ he swore – at what he did not know – and flung the crumpled cigarette away. He was going to throw the matchbox away too, but restrained himself and thrust it into his pocket. He was now in such a state of agitation that he could no longer keep still. He got out of the sledge, and, turning his back to the wind, began pulling his belt in tight and low round his waist.


    What's the point of lying here waiting to die? Why not get on the horse and clear out of here? the thought suddenly struck him. The horse can go all right with someone on his back. And as for him, he thought concerning Nikita, dead or alive it's all the same. What sort of life has he got? Life means nothing to him, but – praise be to God – I've got something to live for…


    He unhitched the horse, slipped the reins over his neck, and tried to jump on to his back, but his coats and boots were too heavy and he slid off. Then he tried to mount standing on the sledge, but the sledge rocked beneath his weight and again he came off. At the third attempt by drawing the horse close into the sledge and standing carefully on its side he at last succeeded in sprawling himself across the horse's back. He lay like that for a little, then edged himself forward a couple of times and finally put a leg over the horse's back and got himself seated, with his feet resting on the horizontal strap of the breeching. The jerk of the sledge as it swayed woke Nikita. He half-rose, and Vasily Andreich had an impression that he said something.


    ‘You and your stupid ideas! You don't expect me to die for nothing, do you?’ shouted Vasily Andreich and tucking the flying tails of his coat under his knees he turned the horse and set him going away from the sledge in the direction where he supposed the forest and the keeper's hut to be.

  


  
    7


    Since settling himself behind the sledge with the canvas over him Nikita had sat perfectly still. Like anyone who lives close to nature and knows the meaning of want he had plenty of patience and could wait for hours or even days with an easy mind and temper. He heard his master call him, but did not answer because he did not want to disturb himself to reply. He still felt warm after the tea and from all the movement of struggling through the drifted snow, but he knew that this warmth would not last long and that he would not have the energy to keep warm by moving about, because he felt the same weariness that a horse does when it stops and, regardless of the whip, just cannot go on and its master sees that he must feed it to make it work any more. One of Nikita's feet – the one in the holed boot – was chilled through and the feeling had already gone from his big toe. And apart from that he was getting steadily colder all over. It occurred to him that before morning he might and most probably would die, but the prospect did not strike him as all that unpleasant or terrifying. To him the thought of death was not particularly unpleasant because his whole life had not been one long holiday, far from it – it had been a life of unending service to others of which he was now growing weary. And the thought was not all that terrifying because apart from the various masters such as Vasily Andreich whom he had served in this life, he had always felt himself dependent on that greatest of all masters who had sent him into this world and he knew that even in death he would still be in the power of this great master, who would not treat him amiss. Sorry to leave all the old familiar things? Well, that's the way it is, you'll just have to get used to the new ways.


    What of my sins? he thought and recalled his drunkenness, the money he had squandered on drink, the terrible way he had treated his wife, his swearing, not going to church, not keeping the fasts and all the other things which the priest rebuked him for at confession. I've sinned all right. But did I bring it on myself? It's how God made me. Oh, how I've sinned! But what can you do about it?


    It was only at first that he thought in this way about what might befall him that night; after that he gave it no further thought and became lost in various memories which came to mind. He remembered the arrival of Marfa, the drunkenness of the workmen, and the times he had given up drink, then he recalled the present journey, Taras's house, the talk about dividing property, and he thought of his own boy, and of Dapple, who would be warmer now under the horse-cloth, and then of his master who was making the sledge creak as he tossed and turned in it. Poor chap, he thought, he must be wishing he'd never come, I reckon. Living like he does you don't want to die. It's different for the likes of me. And all these memories began to grow confused and intermingled in his mind, and he fell asleep.


    When Vasily Andreich rocked the sledge as he got on the horse, the back of the sledge, against which Nikita was leaning, jerked away from him and he was struck in the back by one of the runners. This caused Nikita to wake up and change his position whether he liked it or not. Straightening his legs with difficulty and causing the snow to fall off them, he stood up – and at once his whole body was pierced by an excruciating coldness. Realizing what Vasily Andreich was doing, he wanted him to leave the piece of sacking which the horse did not need so that he could use it as a cover himself, and he called out to him about it.


    But Vasily Andreich did not stop and vanished in the curtain of powdery snow.


    Left on his own Nikita thought for a moment what he should do. He felt he had not the strength to go in search of some dwelling. He could not go back to where he was sitting since it was now covered with snow. Nor did he feel there was any prospect of getting warm in the sledge, because he had nothing to put over him, and there was no longer any warmth in his caftan and topcoat. He was so cold he might have had only his shirt on. A feeling of dread came over him. ‘Lord, our Father in Heaven!’ he said, and was relieved by the consciousness that he was not alone and that there was someone who heard him and would not abandon him. He gave a deep sigh and, leaving the sacking over his head, he got into the sledge and lay down in the place where his master had lain.


    But he could not get warm in the sledge either. At first he shivered all over; after that the shivering passed and he began to lose consciousness. He did not know if he was dying or falling asleep; whichever it was he felt equally prepared.
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    Meanwhile Vasily Andreich was driving the horse on with feet and reins towards where for some reason he supposed the forest and the keeper's hut to be. He was blinded by the snow, the wind seemed anxious to hold him back, but relentlessly he drove the horse on, crouching forward and continually drawing his coat across him and tucking it between himself and the small cold saddle which prevented him sitting properly. Though with difficulty, the horse obediently went at an ambling pace along the way he was made to go.


    For some five minutes Vasily Andreich rode as he thought in a straight line, seeing nothing but the horse's head and the white wilderness, hearing nothing but the wind whistling past the horse's ears and the collar of his fur topcoat.


    There was suddenly something dark ahead. His heart thumped with joy and he headed towards this dark something, already seeing it as the walls of houses in the village. But the dark shape did not keep still, it kept moving, and it was not the village but a tall patch of wormwood that had grown up along the edge of a field and stood up clear of the snow, frantically tossing in the wind, which bent it over and whistled through it. For some reason the sight of this wormwood tormented by the merciless wind made Vasily Andreich shudder and he hastily urged the horse on, not noticing that in going towards the wormwood he had completely changed course and was now pointing the horse in a quite different direction, though he still supposed he was heading for where the keeper's hut should be. But the horse kept pulling to the right and Vasily Andreich continually had to make him go left.


    Once more there was something dark ahead. He was overjoyed, certain that this really must now be the village. But again it was a field boundary with wormwood growing along it. The tall dry weeds tossed and swayed as frantically as ever and unaccountably terrified Vasily Andreich. But it was not only that the weeds were the same – alongside ran hoof prints partly covered with blown snow. Vasily Andreich stopped and bent to take a closer look: it was the lightly covered tracks of a horse and it could be no one else's but his own. He had evidently been going in a circle and in quite a small compass. This way I'm done for! he thought, but so as not to give way to his fear he drove the horse on more urgently than before, peering ahead into the snowy white gloom in which shining dots seemed to appear, only to vanish the moment he tried to focus on them. Once he thought he heard the bark of a dog or the howl of a wolf, but the sound was so faint and indistinct that he could not tell if he had actually heard it or if it was just his fancy, so he stopped to listen.


    All at once there was a terrible deafening cry right in his ears and everything shuddered and shook beneath him. Vasily Andreich grabbed the horse's neck, but that too was shuddering and the terrible cry was more terrifying than before. For some seconds Vasily Andreich could not collect himself and realize what it was. In fact all that had happened was that Dapple – for good cheer or as a cry for help – had let out a loud, well-tuned neigh. ‘Damned horse! Proper put the wind up me!’ said Vasily Andreich to himself. But even though he now knew what had caused his fear he could not shake it off.


    I've got to come to and get a grip on myself, he thought, but still he could not help himself and pressed the horse on, without noticing that he now had the wind behind him and not in his face. His body, especially in the crotch, where it was exposed and touched the saddle, was chilled through and aching, his arms and legs trembled, his breath came in gasps. He could see that he would perish in this awful waste of snow and saw no way of escape.


    Suddenly the horse collapsed under him. It was deep in a drift and began to struggle, falling over on its side. Vasily Andreich sprang off. In doing so he pulled over the breeching which supported his foot and twisted askew the saddle to which he held while jumping off. No sooner had Vasily Andreich sprung clear than the horse found its feet again and plunged ahead. It gave a couple of leaps, let out another neigh and disappeared from sight, trailing the sackcloth and breeching behind and leaving Vasily Andreich alone in the snowdrift. Vasily Andreich dashed after it, but the snow was so deep and his fur coats so heavy that with every step he sank in over his knees and after running some twenty yards he was out of breath and stopped. What will become of it all? he thought. The coppice, the wethers, the leasehold, my shop and taverns, my metal-roofed house and barn, my son and heir? What's going on? It just can't be true! And for some reason he remembered the wormwood tossing in the wind which he had twice passed and experienced such a feeling of terror that he did not believe that this was actually happening to him. He thought it must all be a dream and tried to wake up, but there was no other, waking world. It was real snow which lashed his face and settled on him and numbed his right hand whose glove he had lost; and this was a real wilderness, this place where he was now alone, like the wormwood, waiting for death, inevitable, swift and pointless.


    Mother of Heaven, Holy Father Nicholas, thou who teachest the way of abstinence… he recalled the prayers said the day before, and the icon with the black face framed in the golden riza,9 and the candles he sold for lighting to this icon which were then promptly returned to him and stored away in a bin, scarcely used. And he begged this same Nicholas the Miracle-Worker to save him, and promised to offer prayers and candles to him. But at the same time he realized clearly and certainly that the face on the icon, the frame, the candles, the priest and the prayers were all very important and necessary there, in church, but that where he was they could do nothing for him, and that there was not and could not be any possible connection between these candles and prayers and his present desperate plight. I must not despair, he thought. And he had an idea. I must follow the tracks of the horse before they get covered. The horse will lead me aright. I might even catch him. The great thing is not to hurry or I'll get tired out and be worse off still. But despite his intention to go slowly, he hurried on and ran, continually falling and getting up and falling again. The horse tracks were already hard to see where there was no depth of snow. I'm done for, thought Vasily Andreich. I can't follow the tracks and I'll never catch up with the horse. But at that very moment as he looked ahead he saw something black. It was Dapple – and not only Dapple, but also the sledge and the upright shafts with his kerchief. With the breeching and sackcloth pulled over to one side Dapple now stood where he had been before, only nearer the shafts; he was shaking his head, which was held down by the reins caught up in his leg. It turned out that Vasily Andreich had got stuck in the same gully where he and Nikita had got stuck earlier; the horse was taking him back to the sledge and where he had jumped off was no more than fifty yards away from it.
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    Vasily Andreich struggled to the sledge and caught hold of it. For some time he stood motionless, trying to calm down and recover his breath. Nikita was not where he had left him, but there was something in the sledge covered with snow and Vasily Andreich guessed it was Nikita. He felt no fear now: if he was afraid of anything it was only of that awful state of fear that had come over him on the horse and especially when he was left alone in the snowdrift. At all costs he must keep this fear at bay and to do this he had to have some task, something to occupy him. He made a start by turning away from the wind and loosening his topcoat. Then as soon as he had got his breath a little he shook the snow out of his boots and his left-hand glove (the other was lost beyond recall and was probably under a foot of snow by now), pulled in his girdle again tight and low round his waist – the way he did when he stepped from his store to deal with the peasants who came with their wagons of corn for sale – and prepared for action. The first task that occurred to him was to free the horse's leg. This Vasily Andreich did and having got the rein clear he tethered Dapple to the iron bracket on the front of the sledge where he had been before. He then started to go slowly round the back of the horse to straighten the saddle, breeching and sackcloth. But as he did so he noticed a stirring in the sledge and Nikita's head lifted itself from beneath its covering of snow. Evidently with great effort Nikita, already far gone with cold, raised his body and sat up, waving his hand strangely in front of his face as though brushing away flies. He waved his hand and said something and to Vasily Andreich it seemed that he was calling him. He left the sacking as it was and went to the sledge.


    ‘What is it?’ he asked. ‘What's that you say?’


    ‘I'm dying, I am.’ Nikita spoke with difficulty, his voice faltering. ‘What I've earned – let the boy have it, or the wife, doesn't matter which.’


    ‘The frost's got you, has it?’ said Vasily Andreich.


    ‘I'm dying, I can feel it… forgive me, for Christ's sake,’ said Nikita plaintively, still waving his hands across his face as though brushing away flies.


    Vasily Andreich stood some half a minute without speaking or moving, then suddenly, with the same decisiveness as when he shook hands to clinch some advantageous deal, he moved back a step, turned up the sleeves of his topcoat and with both hands began digging the snow off Nikita and out of the sledge. When he had got it clear, Vasily Andreich hastily undid his belt, opened out his coat and, giving Nikita a shove, lay on top of him, covering him not only with the coat, but also with his body which was warm and heated from moving about. He secured the coat, using his hands to tuck in the sides between Nikita and the sledge and his knees to hold down the bottom edge, and lay face down, resting his head against the bast front of the sledge. He now no longer heard the movements of the horse or the whistling of the wind – he listened only to Nikita's breathing. For a long time Nikita lay quite still, but then gave a loud sigh and stirred.


    ‘There now – and you talk about dying! You just lie there and get warm, that's the way…’ began Vasily Andreich.


    But much to his surprise he found he could not go on because tears came to his eyes and his chin began quivering. He stopped speaking and tried to swallow the lump that rose in his throat. I've really got the wind up, I can see. I'm failing, he thought. But this failing was not disagreeable to him, on the contrary it gave him a special feeling of happiness such as he had never had before.


    ‘That's the way,’ he said to himself, feeling a curious solemn state of bliss. He lay for quite a long time, wiping his eyes on the fur of his coat and tucking under his knees the right side of his coat which kept blowing up in the wind.


    But he desperately wanted to tell someone about the joy he felt.


    ‘Nikita,’ he said.


    ‘I'm all right. Warm,’ the answer came from under him.


    ‘I nearly came to grief, old chap. And you would have died of cold, and I would have…’


    But at this point his cheeks again began quivering, his eyes brimmed with tears and he could not go on.


    Never mind, he thought. I know what it is I know.


    He lay for a long time in silence.


    He was warmed underneath by Nikita and on top from his fur coat, but his hands, which held down his coat on either side of Nikita, and his legs, from which the coat was constantly being blown by the wind, began to freeze. The right hand on which he had no glove was particularly bad. But he gave no thought to his legs and hands and considered only how he might warm back to life the peasant who lay beneath him.


    Several times he looked at the horse. He saw that its back was uncovered and that the sackcloth and breeching were lying in the snow; he saw that he should get up and cover the horse, but he could not bring himself to leave Nikita and disturb his state of bliss even for a moment. He felt not the slightest fear now.


    He'll be all right, he told himself, speaking of his warming Nikita back to life in the same boastful way as he talked about his purchases and sales.


    Vasily Andreich lay like this for an hour, two hours, three hours, but he did not notice the passage of time. Impressions of the blizzard, the shafts, the horse under the shaft-bow floated through his mind, all jogging before his eyes; then he remembered Nikita who was lying underneath him; other memories mingled with these impressions – the feast-day, his wife, the police superintendent, the candle-bin, and he thought of Nikita again lying under this bin, and of the peasants who came to buy and sell, and he saw white walls, and houses roofed with metal and Nikita lying underneath them; then everything jumbled together, one thing merged with another, and just as the colours of the rainbow combine to form a single white light, so all these different impressions merged into a single nothingness and he fell asleep. He slept long and dreamlessly, but as dawn approached his dreams returned. He dreamed he was standing by the candle-bin; Tikhon's wife wanted a five-copek candle for a holy day and he tried to get one for her, but his hands were pushed tight in his pockets and he could not lift them. He wanted to go round the bin, but his legs would not move: his new, freshly cleaned overshoes were fixed to the stone floor and it was impossible to lift them or to step out of them. And suddenly the candle-bin was no longer a candle-bin but a bed, and Vasily Andreich dreamed he was lying on his stomach on the candle-bin – his bed, that is – at home. He lay on the bed and was unable to get up, though he had to because Ivan Matveich, the police superintendent, would be collecting him at any moment and he had to go with him to see about buying a coppice or else to put Dapple's breeching straight. And he asked his wife: ‘Has he not come yet, Nikolaevna?’ and she said: ‘No, not yet.’ And he heard someone drive up to the front steps. That must be him. No, they have gone past. ‘Hi, Nikolaevna, has he still not come?’ ‘There's no sign of him.’ And he lay on the bed, still unable to rise, waiting, and the waiting filled him with dread and also with bliss. And then suddenly his bliss was complete: the person he was waiting for came, and it was not Ivan Matveich, the superintendent, but someone else, though still the person he was expecting. This person came and summoned him and he who summoned him was the same as he who had called him and commanded him to lie on top of Nikita. And Vasily Andreich was glad that this someone had come for him. He cried joyfully: ‘I'm coming,’ and his own shout roused him. And he woke up, but on waking he was no longer as when he fell asleep. He attempted to get up but could not, he tried moving his arm, but could not. His leg too would not move. He tried to turn his head, but could not do that either. He was surprised, but not at all worried by this. He realized that this was death, but this too did not in the least concern him. He remembered that Nikita was lying underneath him and that Nikita was now warm again and alive, and he felt that he was Nikita and Nikita he and that his own life was not in him but in Nikita. And he listened carefully and could hear Nikita breathing, even faintly snoring. Nikita is alive, so I am alive, too, he told himself in triumph.


    And he remembered about his money, his shop, his house, his purchases and sales and the Mironovs' millions; it was hard for him to understand why this man they had called Vasily Brekhunov had concerned himself with the things he had. He never knew what life was about, he thought concerning Vasily Brekhunov. He never knew, but I do. I know now for sure. Now I know. And once more he heard the call of the one who summoned him. ‘Coming, coming,’ his whole being answered in joy and ecstasy. And he felt that he was free and that nothing held him any more.


    And indeed Vasily Andreich neither saw, nor heard, nor felt any more in this world.


    All around the air was thick with swirling snow, which settled over the fur topcoat of the dead Vasily Andreich, over Dapple who shook in every limb, over the now scarcely visible sledge, and over Nikita who lay, warmed back to life, in the bottom of the sledge beneath the body of his now dead master.
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    Just before morning Nikita awoke. It was the cold striking into his back again that woke him. He dreamed he was driving back from the miller's with a load of flour for the master and, as he crossed the stream, he missed the bridge and got the cart stuck. And he dreamed that he got under the cart and tried to raise it on his arched back. It was odd, though, because the cart refused to budge and clung to his back and he could neither raise it nor get out from underneath it. It crushed the small of his back. And the cart was very cold! He obviously had to get out. ‘Hey, that'll do,’ he said to whoever it was pressing the cart down on his back. ‘Unload the sacks!’ But the cart pressed down on him and got colder and colder, then suddenly there was a curious knocking and he woke up properly. It all came back to him. The cold cart was his master frozen to death and lying on top of him. The knocking was Dapple, who had kicked the sledge a couple of times with his hoof.


    ‘Andreich, hey there, Andreich!’ Nikita called warily to his master, already sensing the truth and flexing his back.


    But Andreich made no reply and his stomach and legs were firm and cold and heavy like weights.


    He must be dead. God rest his soul, thought Nikita.


    He twisted his head, dug a hole through the snow in front of him with his hand and opened his eyes. It was light. The wind still whistled through the shafts and the snow still fell, only now it no longer lashed against the bast sides of the sledge but was silently drifting ever deeper over the sledge and the horse. There was now no sound of movement or breathing from the horse. He'll have frozen to death too, thought Nikita. And indeed the kicking on the sledge which had woken Nikita was the dying effort made by Dapple, already frozen stiff, to keep on his feet.


    ‘Oh Lord, our Father, you're calling me as well,’ said Nikita to himself. ‘Well, thy will be done. It's a fearsome thing though. But then, you only die once and it comes to all of us. Let it only be soon…’ And he slipped his hand under cover again, shut his eyes and lapsed into oblivion, fully convinced that now he was dying for sure.


    It was dinner-time the following day when Vasily Andreich and Nikita were eventually dug out by some peasants – seventy yards from the road and less than half a mile from the village.


    The snow had drifted right over the sledge, but the shafts and kerchief were still visible. Dapple was standing waist-deep in snow with the breeching and sackcloth slipped to one side. He was white all over; his dead head was drawn low into his hard frozen neck; icicles hung from his nostrils; his eyes were frosted over and they too were crusted with icicles, like tears. This one night had so wasted him that all that was left of him was skin and bones. Vasily Andreich was stiff, like a frozen carcass of meat, and when he was pulled off Nikita his legs were stuck awkwardly apart just as he had placed them. His bulging hawk-like eyes were iced over and under the trimmed moustache his open mouth was packed with snow. Nikita, however, was still alive, though frost-bitten all over. When they woke him up Nikita was convinced that he was dead and that what was happening to him now was not in this world but in the next. When he heard the shouts of the peasants who were digging him out after heaving aside the stiffened body of Vasily Andreich he was at first surprised that in the next world peasants shouted just as on earth, and that Vasily Andreich's body was there too; but when he realized that he was still here in this world he was more sorry than pleased, especially when he became aware that the toes of both his feet were frost-bitten.


    Nikita was in hospital for two months. Three of his toes were amputated, but the others got better, so that he was able to work, and he lived another twenty years, first working as a general hand and then, as he got on in years, as a watchman. He died only this year – at home, as was his wish, lying below the icons with a wax candle in his hands. Before he died he asked forgiveness of his wife and forgave her her affair with the cooper. He also took leave of his son and his grandchildren and died genuinely glad that with his death there would be one less mouth for his son and daughter-in-law to feed and that now he really was passing from this wearisome life into that other life which with each passing year and hour had become for him more comprehensible and appealing. Is he better or worse off in that place where he awoke after this, his actual death? Was he disappointed, or did he there find what he had expected? That we shall all soon know.

  


  Publishing History and Notes


  
    TWO HUSSARS


    ‘Two Hussars’ was first published in The Contemporary in 1856 and dedicated to Tolstoy's sister Marya, to whom he wrote: ‘Just recently I finished a rather long story, “Father and Son”, which I read yesterday to Ivan Sergeyevich [Turgenev]. He slapped his thighs and said that it was charming, but I do confess that I don't believe him at all. He gets carried away too easily’ (letter of 14 April 1856). Nekrasov, editor of The Contemporary, also had a high opinion of this story but advised Tolstoy to change the title to ‘Two Hussars’. At the time he wrote to Botkin (literary, art and music critic): ‘Tolstoy has written an excellent story, I shall print it in no. 5 of The Contemporary. Dear Tolstoy!’


    It is possible that the elder count in the story was based on a distant relative, Count F. I. Tolstoy (first cousin of Tolstoy's father: see also Introduction, p. xvi), notorious duellist and cardsharp, reported to have killed eleven men in duels. At one time Pushkin played cards with him.


    1. ‘… for ever Jomini, Jomini’: Henri Jomini (1779–1869), French general famous for his textbooks on military strategy who went over to the Russian side in 1813, becoming military adviser and aide-de-camp to Alexander I. The lines are from Denis Davydov's ‘Song of an old Hussar’ (1819).


    2. Denis Davydov: Davydov (1784–1839) was a very popular officer in the Napoleonic Wars, celebrated for his spirited verses in praise of reckless valour, both on and off the battlefield. A possible model for the partisan Denisov in War and Peace, he was a close friend of Pushkin.


    3. stearin: Preparation consisting of purified fatty acids used for making candles.


    4. masonic lodges: Widespread in Russia of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, until suppressed in 1822. They were linked with Decembrism and associated with freethinking.


    5. Martinists: A sect of mystics founded in the eighteenth century. Its members were considered visionaries with powers of supernatural perception. Named after St-Martin (1743–1803), disciple of the religious philosopher Martinez Pasqualis.


    6. Tugendbund: ‘Union of Virtue’, an anti-Napoleonic society founded in Prussia in 1808.


    7. Miloradovich: M. A. Miloradovich (1771–1825), Russian general who participated in the 1812 War. Governor-General of St Petersburg, he was assassinated during the Decembrist revolt.


    8. Lebedyan: Town in Tambov province, famous for its horse fair.


    9. uhlans: Cavalrymen armed with lances, originally in Polish then in German army.


    10. game: Shtoss, card game, like faro.


    11. Grossvater: (Grandfather) German dance very popular in Russia.


    12. Il Seraglio: Opera (1781–2) by Mozart.


    13. bast: Inner bark of the lime tree, commonly used for peasant shoes; also used to make ropes and mats.


    14. ‘Ils feront des frais… recevoir’: ‘They'll go to great expense to entertain us.’


    15. ‘Je vous en prie, messieurs!’: ‘If you please, gentlemen!’


    16. preference: A type of whist.


    17. paper money: The word used is assignats, a form of money current 1769–1840.


    18. misères: A player who declared ‘misère’ undertook to make no tricks.


    19. kvass: Fermented drink of low alcoholic content, made from rye, flour or bread with malt.

  


  
    STRIDER


    Although ‘Strider’ was first published in volume three of the fifth collected edition of his works in 1885, Tolstoy had produced a version of this story about thirty years earlier. In his Diary (1856), Tolstoy states: ‘I'd like to write the story of a horse’ (31 May). The following incident, retold by S. N. Krivenko from the words of Turgenev, may possibly have provided a stimulus: ‘I met him [Tolstoy] one summer in the country and we strolled across a meadow not far from the manor house. We looked and saw a most pathetic-looking, broken-down horse standing there… we approached this unfortunate gelding and Tolstoy started stroking it, declaring among other things that the animal must be capable of speech and thought… Not only did he enter, but he made me enter the state of mind of that wretched creature. I couldn't resist saying: “Listen, Leo Nikolayevich! You really must have been a horse at some time! Yes, please describe for us the inner feelings of a horse!” ’ (I. S. Turgenev v vospominaniyakh sovremennikov, vol. 1, Moscow, 1969).


    The famous horse breeder A. A. Stakhovich, owner of a large stud-farm in Oryol province and founder of the St Petersburg Jockey Club, records that, while travelling from Moscow to Yasnaya Polyana with Tolstoy, he conveyed to him the subject of a story that his brother, M. A. Stakhovich, was intending to write. However, the brother died in 1863 and his project remained unrealized, apart from some rough drafts. A. A. Stakhovich wrote in his A few words about ‘Strider’, a story by Count Leo Nikolayevich, Lit. Vestnik, 1903, nos 7–8: ‘The destiny of this remarkable horse suggested to my late brother the story he was going to call “The Misadventures of a Piebald Gelding”. This “remarkable horse” on whom “Strider” is based belonged to a herd of trotters from Count A. G. Orlov's famous stud-farm at Khrenovo. Born in 1803, the horse was first called “Peasant the First” (as in the story), but renamed Strider on account of his lengthy stride and extraordinary speed – he was said to have run 450 metres in thirty seconds. Unfortunately he had one defect: he was born piebald, a coloration that was frowned upon, all the horses from that stud having to be the obligatory dapple-grey, and he was excluded from all competitions, and gelded. Tolstoy then proceeded to sketch a rough draft, eliminating the romantic “gypsy” elements in M. A. Stakhovich's original sketch. In March 1863 Tolstoy wrote in his Diary: “The Gelding” [his name then for “Strider”] is not going very well – it all sounds false, but I don't know how to alter it… Nothing's going right with “The Gelding”, apart from the scene where the stable-boy is whipped and the race.’ But two months later he wrote to his friend, the poet Fet: ‘Now I'm writing the story of a piebald gelding and I think I'll have it published towards the autumn.’ But that year he became totally involved in War and Peace and so the story was set aside. It did not see the light of day until more than twenty years later, when his wife, preparing a complete collection of his works, found the manuscript among his papers and asked Tolstoy to revise it for publication. Tolstoy spent two weeks reworking the story, mainly the second half, where Strider's reminiscences and Serpukhovskoy's visit were extensively revised. The ending was given a much stronger denunciatory tone and a much darker picture is painted of humanity.


    1. Stakhovich: M. A. Stakhovich (1803–63), writer of dramatic scenes portraying rural life, translator of German poetry, teacher and ardent advocate of peasant reforms.


    2. ‘… Fritz, bringen Sie noch… zwei’: ‘Fritz, bring another box, there's two over there.’


    3. Tula: Large town about 120 miles south of Moscow, famous for manufacture of guns and samovars.


    4. ‘… the dead who bury their dead’: cf. Matthew 8: 21–2: And another of his disciples said unto him, Lord, suffer me first to go and bury my father. But Jesus said unto him, Follow me; and let the dead bury their dead.


    5. my surname's Semyonych: Semyonych is a conversational form of Semyonov, used in narrative.

  


  
    GOD SEES THE TRUTH BUT WAITS


    First published in 1872 in the journal Beseda (Colloquy) and in Third Russian Book for Reading, this story is partly a reworking of Platon Karatayev's tale of the wronged and innocently suffering merchant in War and Peace (IV, part 3, chapter xiii) and serves to illustrate Karatayev's dictum: ‘Where the law is at work, so is falsehood.’ V. I. Alekseyev (tutor to Tolstoy's children) interestingly records in his Memoirs: ‘I remember my wife weeping when I read her Tolstoy's story, “God Sees the Truth But Waits.” Leo Nikolayevich became tearful and said: “These tears are the truest criticism and highest reward for my story. I wrote it to show with what patience people should bear life's misfortunes. I wept too when I was writing about Aksyonov's state of mind in prison when his wife visited him”’ (Tolstoy v vospominaniyakh sovremennikov, vol. 1, Moscow, 1978).


    Tolstoy rated this story highly, considering it a perfect example of ‘religious art’ in its treatment of crime, punishment and justice (‘A Prisoner of the Caucasus’, published at the same time, he considered an exemplar of ‘universal art�’): these two stories were exempted from the category of ‘bad art’ to which he had consigned all his previous fiction (What is Art?, 1897). As he states in What is Art?: ‘I must, moreover, mention that I consign my own artistic production to the category of bad art, excepting the story “God Sees the Truth But Waits” which seeks a place in the first class (religious art), and “A Prisoner of the Caucasus”, which belongs to the second (universal art)’ (footnote, chapter 16).


    1. Vladimir: Ancient town about 120 miles east of Moscow, once capital of Russia; founded in 1108 by Vladimir Monomakh of Kiev. Famous for its two magnificent cathedrals, St Dmitry and Assumption.


    2. Nizhny [Novgorod]: Large city east of Moscow, on the southern bank of the Volga. The annual Fair, founded in 1523 in the suburb of Makaryev, was the biggest in Russia and made the city the country's chief commercial centre. The Fair was closed in 1930.


    3. Ryazan: Town situated on River Oka, to the south-east of Moscow. Originally called Pereslavl-Ryazansky it was capital of Ryazan principality from early fourteenth century to 1521.


    4. Saints' Calendar: (or Minei Cheti – Monthly Readings) Collection of religious texts to be read on saints' feast-days for each month of the year. This collection of hagiographies was compiled by the Muscovite Metropolitan Makary (1482–1563). It later included ‘all types of readings’, ‘holy books, collected and written, which are to be found in the Russian land’. Of great spiritual significance in Russia's religious life, it was the official calendar of the Russian Church until the reign of Peter the Great.

  


  
    A PRISONER OF THE CAUCASUS


    One of the numerous stories Tolstoy wrote in very simple language, with the purpose of helping children to read, this story was first published in the minor journal Zarya (Dawn) in 1872, at the same time as ‘God Sees the Truth But Waits’, and then separately in the Fourth Russian Book for Reading (Primer), and later by the Intermediary Press (1885).


    The story is based on an actual event, when Tolstoy was serving in the Caucasus (1853) and travelling in a convoy from Fort Vozdvizhen-skaya to Fort Groznaya. Impatient with the slow progress of the infantry, Tolstoy rode on ahead with his renegade Chechen companion Sado, was cut off by hostile Chechen hillsmen and had a narrow escape. Tolstoy makes very brief mention of this incident in his Diary: ‘I was almost taken prisoner, but on this occasion I behaved well, although I was too sentimental’ (23 June 1853). A possible literary source is an anonymous work published under the initials N. M. in the journal Library for Reading (1838). Tolstoy must have been familiar with this very widely distributed journal in his youth and probably remembered it when he came to write the story.


    When sending the story to the editor, N. N. Strakhov, he had held it up as ‘a model of the methods and language in which I am writing now and will write for grown-ups’: i.e., simple and accessible to the common people, an example of ‘universal art’ (see Publishing History to ‘God Sees the Truth But Waits’, p. 286).


    1. Nogay: Turkic-speaking people in north of Daghestan and North Caucasus.


    2. ‘Aidá! Aidá!’: ‘Come on! Come on!’


    3. bouza: Fermented beverage made from millet, buckwheat or barley.

  


  
    WHAT MEN LIVE BY


    Tolstoy's first work of fiction after the final instalments of Anna Karenina (1877), this story first appeared in 1881, in Children's Leisure, a journal published by P. A. Bers (Tolstoy's brother-in-law) and V. K. Istomin. The following year it was issued by the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Books, with illustrations by V. Shervud. In 1885 it appeared in the first book published by the Intermediary Press, and the following year with illustrations by Tolstoy's friend, the painter N. N. Ge.


    In a letter to V. I. Aleskeyev of 15/30 November 1881 Tolstoy states: ‘I'm writing tales in which I express my thoughts.’ And to Strakhov: ‘I've written a story for the journal Children's Leisure – not very well and only after the most tremendous effort on my part’ (23 November 1881). Written at a time of spiritual crisis, this story underwent very extensive revision and reworking – there exist no fewer than thirty-two manuscripts and ten variants.


    ‘What Men Live By’ is based on the legend ‘The Archangel’, written down by Tolstoy in 1879 from the words of the oral poet and teller of folk tales, V. P. Shchegolyonok. According to V. I. Alekseyev (tutor to Tolstoy's children): ‘Towards the end of the ’70s Leo Nikolayevich was visited by an interesting old man from Archangel province, Shchegolyonok. Leo Nikolayevich listened to his stories and fables with interest. Shchegolyonok spoke the exemplary language of the people. Leo Nikolayevich wrote down these stories. They subsequently served as subjects for the people's stories, “What Men Live By” and “The Three Hermits”’ (L. N. Tolstoy v vospominaniyakh sovremennikov, vol. 1, Moscow, 1978).


    The legend, which can be traced back to the Koran and the Talmud, is closely bound up with medieval Russian religious literature, particularly Church Slavonic lives of the saints termed prologi (calendars). It appears later in A. N. Afanasyev's famous collection of folk tales and legends (1859). Tolstoy made an intensive study of folk speech, specimens of which he collected in his voluminous Notebook of 1879–80, employing their patterns and rhythms in his stories intended for the common people (of which ‘What Men Live By’ is a prime example), written in pithy, simple, forceful language.


    The following extract from a contemporary memoirist may provide an amusing ‘footnote’. In his My Personal Acquaintance with L. N. Tolstoy, I. I. Timkovsky recalls (at a meeting at Tolstoy's house in Moscow, where doctors were present):


    
      ‘… suddenly one of the doctors observed:


      “But why, Leo Nikolayevich, have you portrayed an angel in ‘What Men Live By’? It would have been better without it. It's nothing but mysticism.”


      “If I could have expressed my idea without the help of an angel I would have done so,” Leo Nikolayevich replied good-humouredly, “but I didn't know how to. If you can write something on the same theme, without any angel, then I'll come and take lessons from you.” ’

    


    (I. I. Timkovsky, in L. N. Tolstoy v vospominaniyakh sovremennikov, vol. 1, Moscow, 1978.)

  


  
    NEGLECT A SPARK AND THE HOUSE BURNS DOWN


    This story was first published by the Intermediary Press in June 1885, having undergone numerous alterations. It was reissued the following year, with illustrations by K. A. Savitsky.


    Mention is made of the theme of this story in a Diary entry in March 1884: ‘A peasant went out into the yard one evening and saw a small flame flaring up under the eaves. He gave a shout. A man ran away from the flame. The peasant recognized his neighbour-enemy and ran after him. While he was running the whole roof caught fire and the farmstead and village were burnt down.’ The episode in the story where Ivan tears a tuft of hair from Gavrilo's beard, wraps it in a piece of paper and takes it to the District Court is based on an actual event in Tula, mentioned in a Diary entry for 21 May 1884: ‘An old woman by the name of Rezúnova took a lock of hair torn out by a certain Taras, wrapped it in a piece of paper and went off to Court with it.’


    1. Plevna: (Pleven) Bulgarian town forty miles south of the Danube. It was the scene of fierce fighting between the Russians and Turks in 1877.

  


  
    THE TWO OLD MEN


    This story was first published in 1885–6 by the Intermediary Press. In the summer of 1879 the oral poet Shchegolyonok, (from whose retelling of folk legends and stories Tolstoy derived much material for his didactic stories of this time) visited Tolstoy at Yasnaya Polyana. The legend on which this story is based was ‘The Two Wanderers’, written down from the words of Shchegolyonok, and in June 1885 Tolstoy writes to Chertkov: ‘Among other things I've written a nice little story from material jotted down by me. Now I'm waiting for Ge [Tolstoy's painter friend] and shall ask him to do some drawings.’ The action takes place in Ukraine and Tolstoy was hopeful Ge's drawings would faithfully reflect the Ukrainian background, as the painter lived there and was thoroughly familiar with Ukrainian customs and way of life.


    The idea of describing men on a pilgrimage is found in ancient Russian literature, principally in the writings of Abbot Daniil (early twelfth century), author of the earliest example of ‘pilgrimage literature’. The Abbot undertook a journey to the Holy Land in about 1106 and was allowed to visit many of the holy places forbidden to most. His Pilgrimage was extremely popular, with its description of the Holy Places seen by ‘Russian eyes’.


    1. earth bank: Small bank of earth around peasant huts, serving as protection from the weather.


    2…. what she was saying…: The woman is speaking Ukrainian.


    3. Mount Athos: A Greek peninsula in Chalcidice (Macedonia), with numerous monasteries and churches, the object of pilgrimages since the eleventh century.


    4. Tambov: City about three hundred miles south-east of Moscow, in black earth region, founded in 1636 as a stronghold against the Crimean Tatars.

  


  
    THE THREE HERMITS


    Published in the journal Niva (The Cornfield) in 1886 and at the same time in volume 12 of Collected Works. In his A Critique of Dogmatic Theology (1880) Tolstoy states that he is ‘touched by the prayers of those three hermits of which the folk legend speaks’. As with many of his ‘folk’ stories, Tolstoy had written down the legend of the three hermits from the words of V. P. Shchegolyonok. The subject derives from widely promulgated oral as well as written sources: in sixteenth-century Russian manuscripts there exists a ‘Legend of St Augustine's Visions’, written down by Prince A. M. Kurbsky, who had heard it from the anti-clerical scholar Maksim Grek. This legend confirms a favourite theme of Tolstoy's: asceticism and good deeds as opposed to observance of official church dogma. In his reworking of the legend Tolstoy weakened the supernatural element: although in the original version everyone on board ship sees the hermits running over the water, in the final text it is not quite clear if the bishop is dreaming.


    1. Archangel (Arkhangelsk): Large seaport in northern Dvina delta, about thirty miles from the White Sea. It was the administrative centre of the northern territories of Russia.


    2. Solovetsky Monastery: Situated on the largest of the Solovetsky Islands archipelago, it was founded in 1429 by two monks from the Kirill-Belozersk Monastery, from the Vologda region. A fortress and place of banishment for religious and political offenders from the late sixteenth century. Captured by Muscovite forces in 1676, it became one of the most notorious of the Gulags during the Soviet regime. At present the sea passage from Archangel to the Solovetsky Islands takes fourteen hours.

  


  
    HOW MUCH LAND DOES A MAN NEED?


    This story was published in Russian Wealth (1886) and at the same time with two other stories by the Intermediary Press. The theme is possibly bound up with Tolstoy's reading of Herodotus in the original (he is said to have mastered Greek within three months!) and with his stay on the Samara steppes, where he became very familiar with the Bashkir way of life. The legend of the circuit, ending in death, is found in certain Ukrainian folk tales. In April 1886 a public reading of this and other stories took place at Moscow University. His wife describes the reception: ‘There were masses of young people, all students. There was particularly friendly applause after “How Much Land”…’; and: ‘the general impression was of a remarkably disciplined style, compressed, not one unnecessary word, everything as true and distinct as a musical chord. Much content, few words, and satisfying to the very end’. (S. A. Tolstaya, Letters to L. N. Tolstoy, Moscow, 1936.)


    James Joyce called this story (perhaps rather extravagantly): ‘… the greatest story that the literature of the world knows’ (Neil Cornwell, James Joyce and the Russians, Macmillan, 1992).


    1. Samara: (Kuibyshev after 1935) Large city on left bank of the middle Volga.


    2. Bashkirs: Large ethnic group of the middle Volga. Partly Turkic Muslims, mostly living in the capital, Ufa.


    3. kumiss: Fermented mare's milk. In 1860 Tolstoy travelled down the Volga to Samara (Kuibyshev) and lived with the Bashkirs for more than two months, drinking large quantities of kumiss to improve his health. It was renowned for its health-giving properties.


    4. six feet from head to heel: In ‘Gooseberries’ Chekhov was possibly polemicizing with Tolstoy when he writes: ‘They say a man needs only six feet of earth…’ and in his First Notebook he writes: ‘Man needs only six feet of earth. But that's for a corpse, not a man. Man needs the whole wide world.’

  


  
    MASTER AND MAN


    ‘Master and Man’ was written between September 1894 and January 1895. It was first published in 1895 in the journal Severnyi vestnik (Northern Herald) and separately in an edition of the Posrednik (the Intermediary) Press, which published many of Tolstoy's works written for the common people. This translation has been done from the text in Tolstoy's Sobranie sochinenii v dvadtsati tomakh (Collected Works in Twenty Volumes), vol. 12, Moscow, 1964.


    1. the December feast of St Nicholas: St Nicholas the Miracle-Worker, fourth-century Bishop of Myra. He is commemorated on two feast-days: one on 9 May celebrating the translation of his relics in 1087, the other on 6 December, the date of his death. The feast in December led to St Nicholas's later association with Christmas as Santa Claus.


    2. a merchant of the Second Guild: Merchant guilds in Russia were introduced by Peter the Great. Guild membership was open to merchants whose capital was of a certain level and members enjoyed privileges, among them exemption from corporal punishment. In 1863 the number of guilds was reduced from three to two. The wealthiest merchants formed the First Guild; Brekhunov, as a merchant of the Second Guild, would have been a man of substance.


    3. Kirghiz horse: The Kirghiz breed of horses originated in Kirghizia and was reared particularly in steppes of south-east Russia. The Kirghiz horse was noted for its strength, speed and stamina.


    4. Paulson's book: I. I. Paulson (1825–98), well-known author of educational books. The book in question is his popular Reading Book, a compilation of stories, poems, etc.


    5. ‘A father gave… it was easy’: The fable of the broom is included in the second of Tolstoy's four Books for Reading, first published (and approved for use in schools) in 1875.


    6. tea… upside down: In Russia tea is normally drunk from a glass. In less refined society, the glass turned upside down indicates that no more is required; placed on its side, it shows that the glass is empty and a refill would be accepted. In the past, tea was sweetened by nibbling or sucking a chip of loaf-sugar.


    7. a verse… in Paulson: Petrukha's verse is the (slightly garbled) opening lines of Pushkin's poem ‘Winter's Eve’.


    8. desyatina: A pre-metric Russian square measure, equivalent to 2.7 acres.


    9. riza: The metal frame in which icons may be set. The frame is engraved with an outline of the painting it covers, but gaps are left in it to expose the face, hands and halo (if any) of the subject.

  


  
    * The subject was thought of by M. A. Stakhovich,1 author of ‘At Night’ and ‘The Riders’, and transmitted to the author by A. A. Stakhovich. [Tolstoy's note]
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